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Focus on the context of post-reform China that is facing the pressure of population aging 
under the process of massive social transformation, the study aims to exam the support 
network of the landless rural elderly in Jiangsu, a leading eastern coastal province of China. 
Through examining it from two different perspectives based on the fieldwork data: that of the 
elders and that of their adult children, I seek to achieve sociological and demographic 
understanding of the old-age support of the landless elderly and their well-being under the 
Chinese characteristic urbanization and modernization.  
Study targets in the study have some unique features: as the landless elders, they have 
experienced several stages of rural change during their lifetime: small holder family farm 
before 1950, collective farm pre-1978, de-collective household contract responsibility after 
1978, and landless in the later years; but they were connected with the soil for the greater part 
of their life. Different from rural-urban migration, the studied adult children experience in situ 
occupational transition, which provides me an opportunity to examine the short-distance 
interaction between the aged parents and their adult children. 
The thesis is organized in eight chapters. Chapter One provides an overview of the thesis, 
discussing why I concentrated on landless rural villages in post-reform China, and why 
support networks of the landless rural elderly was chosen as the study topic. A brief study 
background of the landless elderly and their families, local villages and the broad society is 
also provided. Then the methodological issue is summarized: what kind of village is studied, 
what research approaches are used, and some perplexities in the study are addressed. 
Chapter Two is concerned with the social context of the study and the related literature is 
also discussed. The aim is to draw the outline of the changing context of rural China and 
family in the traditional past and post-reform context. Three dimensions as the landless rural 
village, family and individual’s life are emphasized. Related literature on Chinese family and 
generational relationship, social theory of aging, recent research on the elderly support are 
also presented. At the end of the chapter, I put forward the general study hypothesis: the 
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support networks of the rural elderly in China have been changing due to modernization and 
urbanization.  
The detailed methodological issue and theoretical structure of the thesis are discussed in 
the following chapter. Study approaches, specific methods, study sites selection, detailed 
fieldwork plan, conceptualization and operationalization, fieldwork strategies and data 
analysis method are explained.  
Chapter Four provides the details of the two fieldwork villages: San Guanqiao and Qian 
Luoyang, and two ways of being landless are analyzed. General demographic information of 
the senior residents, such as different age cohorts, marriage and education, in the study sites is 
also provided. Based on the fieldwork data, the support network of the elderly from both the 
elderly’s perspective and adult children’s perspective are analyzed from Chapter Five to 
Seven. The premise of these three chapters is that the rural elderly and the younger generation 
have different life experiences, which affect the different behavior and motivation, interaction 
patterns. It causes the different understanding /formulate support network of the older 
generation. 
In the last chapter—Chapter Eight, discussion and conclusions are presented. I compare 
the result from the elderly’s and children’s perspectives to understand the expectation and 
obligation of the support system between two generations; try to demystify Confucian filial 
piety in contemporary China. And conclude that support networks of the landless elderly in 
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Chapter One        Introduction: the Rural Elderly and Their Lives  
 
Since the 1990s, I have had many opportunities to visit rural villages in Jiangsu, an 
eastern coastal province of China, usually during summer vacations or Chinese Lunar New 
Year. To me, everything in villages was new and attractive. I liked country life: went fishing, 
joined events, and chatted with local residents. I was interested in family sacrifice, funeral 
ritual, marriage or birth ceremony, which were seldom seen in large cities; and also paid 
attention to their everyday routine and generational relationship. However, I was shocked by a 
suicide event of a grandmother, who could not stand up to the torture of lung cancer and 
thought it was a heavy burden to her children. I was also astonished by some elders who were 
in extreme poverty and could not even sustain basic nutrition; while their adult children lived 
well. Chinese Lunar New Year was the time for family reunion, but I found some elders 
staying in their old houses alone while their children celebrated with feasts. Nowadays, cell-
phone and telephone, computer and internet, air conditioner and other household electric 
appliances are commonly used among the young people in wealthy rural villages; while their 
older parents seldom own them, and even try to avoid them, as if these appliances would be 
broken under their touch. These negative pictures are far from the romantic image of the 
Chinese elderly, Confucian filial piety, and family generational harmony. When I interviewed 
the elders, some of them thought they “live in the wrong place and wrong time”. So, what is 
their idea of the normal life? Is this a common phenomenon of the rural elderly in China, or 
only some unrepresentative cases I found? On the other side, what is the children’s 
understanding of their old parents and the old-age support? These questions are in my mind 
constantly.  
I: Support Network of the Landless Rural Elderly as the Study Focus 
When I planned for my PhD study, I thought I would like to develop my theoretical and 
practical understanding on the Chinese rural elderly. In fact, this theme is comprehensive and 
complex: what topic to be chosen, what aspect to be probed, and what perspective to be 
applied? A professor once said “choose a small topic, and find a big issue”. This has deeply 
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affected my decision. My initial study title was ‘social support and family support of the rural 
elderly in China’. Inspired by the literature and discussions with my supervisor, Professor 
Gavin W. Jones, I thought that ‘social network’ could replace ‘social support and family 
support’ as the study focus, in that ‘social support’ was an equivocal term to express China’s 
phenomenon using an English phrase. In the Chinese context, the word “social support” is the 
opposite of the word “family support”, which refers to physical or emotional support given by 
government, work unit or other social organizations, excluding family support which is 
usually included in Western societies. When finishing the Ph.D. Qualification Examination, I 
found I needed to modify the thesis title once again. Since the study focused on the landless 
rural elderly in a particular social context, I highlighted it in the title as “support network of 
the landless rural elderly in post-reform China”.  
A common understanding is that Chinese society is guan xi (关系，network) based. A 
famous Chinese Confucian social reformer of the twenty century, Liang Shu-ming (梁漱溟) 
once stated that Chinese society was not society based, but rather relationship based (King 
1985: p.63; King 1991: p.65; Alitto, 1986; Stockman, 2000: p.72). Scholars (Leung & Wong, 
2001: p.55) also give such comment, “the concept of guan xi is tacitly embedded within the 
Confucius philosophy and it subtly defines the Chinese moral code”. In the Chinese context, 
social network properly embodies such relationship and maps types of interrelation among 
people. Fei Xiao-tong(费孝通 ) (1992: p.22), an anthropologist, claimed that Chinese 
networks “have no explicit boundaries. Individuals do not sign up for ‘membership’ in 
networks, as they might for a Western-style organization. They cannot enter and exit close 
social ties. Those ties are preset”. Network perspective provides opportunity to examine 
Chinese society in which those networks are formed and maintained, and also examines 
interpersonal ties at the grassroots level. It can be considered as the cornerstone to understand 
individual elders’ support system and well-being, and the relationship between individual 
elders and significant others within the family and beyond, and also be regarded as a key 
element in assessing their social capital.  
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The study is placed in the context of post-reform China; thus understanding the 
significance of the support networks of the landless rural elderly under today’s massive social 
change is the key target. In general, network study examines social relations among 
individuals; but reflects macro-level social system at the micro–level, and also reveals social 
dynamics and changes in detail which is embodied in individuals. What is the structure and 
function of such support networks for the elderly? Who are in the networks? How about 
public and personal nodes? How about their sons who are considered as the most important 
support nodes in Chinese traditional culture? Do such networks help the landless rural elderly 
improve quality of life and gain access to resources that could not be obtained by themselves 
independently? 
II: Chinese Landless Rural Villages in the Context of Social Change   
Since the socialist China was founded in 1949, according to the Marxist philosophy, 
peasants as well as workers and soldiers have been the masters of the new China. However, in 
reality, they have been placed at the bottom of the social ladder, bonded to the soil and have 
taken the heavy socioeconomic duty which is enforced by the rural-urban dichotomous social 
policy and the strict household registration system (户口制度，hu kou zhi du). Nevertheless, 
rural society has experienced dramatic changes from the time the economic reform was 
launched at the end of the 1970s.  
Since then, especially from the 1990s, a great amount of farmland has been requisitioned 
by government, which can not be separated from urbanization and industrialization—the 
symbol of China’s characteristic road of modernization. And a great number of the young 
farmers have washed their feet to disembark (洗脚上岸, xi jiao shang an), which means 
leaving the soil and working in non-agricultural sectors. This is a new experience to rural 
residents. In general, there are two ways of occupational transition: rural-urban migration is 
the general road, especially for the farmers from less developed regions; and the other is in 
situ occupational change. They flee to cities in search of employment even to other countries 
as migrant workers. In the new millennium, many middle-aged people return to their native 
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villages as what scholars call “return migrants”, but most of them are unwilling to farm once 
more. As a matter of fact, they are back with some ‘new’ knowledge and cultural elements, 
infusing fresh air into the local communities and their families. By contrast, the possibility of 
in situ occupational change is dependent on local economic growth, especially industrial 
development; and how many job opportunities it can provide. How about their old parents, do 
they get cultural feedback from their children to alleviate the stress of social change? Do they 
obtain better support from this short-distance generational relationship?  
Compared to their elderly parents, the younger generations have fewer children due to the 
nationwide family planning policy and socioeconomic development. However, in rural 
villages, especially in remote areas, it is not unusual for residents to have a second, even a 
third child. They said, “for every measure from the top, a countermeasure at the bottom” (上
有政策, 下有对策,  shang you zheng ce, xia you dui ce). Today, unmarried cohabitation or 
giving birth before marriage is quite common in rural communities, especially among those 
young people who have not reached the legal marriage age (22 for males; 20 for females). 
Also, divorce, remarriage, and family violence are nothing new. The younger generations like 
to choose their own way of life. In fact, social adaptation and tolerance is increasing, which 
challenges the traditional culture and socialist ideology. I am interested in how the elders 
respond to these phenomena and how they adjust generational relationship, and whether their 
action affects the support from their networks.  
Regardless of historical moment or geographic location, family members have always 
been the primary line of defense in situations of old-age dependency. Structures vary 
enormously over time and by setting (Achenbaum, 2005: p.25). At the microcosmic level, in 
the Chinese context, rural family and community life must follow local rules; individual’s 
behavior needs to be moral and emotional, and “face” (脸面, lian mian) is important for any 
local resident and an substantial element to be connected. Today, commodification, 
individualism and rationalization are emerging, along with the old values. Moral conflicts 
among socialism, capitalism, and traditional culture baffle Chinese. Mass media especially 
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TV programmes, which rightly embodies such conflict concretely and vividly, have an 
increasing influence on rural villages. Rural residents in the landless villages might have more 
experiences about the conflict, since they have lost the basic resource for farmers—the soil. In 
the fieldwork villages, a very frequently word that local residents liked to use was “change” 
(变, bian), they liked to say “everything is changing”.  
At the macro societal level, society will be reconstructed and social resources like power, 
privilege, and property are also redistributed during the great social change era. In China, 
social change began from the economic sector, initially from the rural areas, and has brought 
about remarkable social consequences. It impacts every aspect of the society, penetrates into 
ordinary people’s life, and affects individual’s moral standard and behavior. In general, China 
is at the stage of transformation from agricultural to industrial economy. Meanwhile, as a 
socialist country, it is undergoing the transition from a centrally planned regime to a market-
oriented system. This is called China’s modernization, appearing as industrialization, 
urbanization, and marketization. People tend to use “westernization” and “modernization” to 
describe Chinese social change for granted. I agree with Fairbank’s argument (1989), that 
‘tradition-modern’ was the western model of modernization, and it was the perspective of 
scholars to study social transformation, but it cannot explain the diversity of modernization 
process in eastern society. What is the impact of a market-oriented economy on the rural 
family and generational relationship?  
Compared with other societies, Socialist China has some unique characteristics. Social 
movement driven by the central government is one of the most extraordinary. Under the 
communist party control, the Chinese government has organized nationwide campaigns 
against traditional culture as eradicating the remaining evils of feudalism; and propagated 
Chinese characteristic Marxist ideology. Socioeconomic reforms since 1978 have attracted 
much attention from both domestic and foreign scholars. Slogans, public posters, and the like 
can be seen or heard on the residents’ walls, notice boards, broadcast, and TV shows. Do such 
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movements accelerate the pace of family change by mobilizing public opinion through 
meeting, rallies or mass media? 
III: Significance of Study on the Landless Rural Elderly in Post-Reform China 
Study on Chinese rural society and the rural elderly are profoundly significant. Fei Xiao-
tong (1992) once argued that “rural society is the foundation of China”. People can not 
understand Chinese society well unless they understand rural China well. For thousand of 
years, China has been a paramount agrarian society, which is not only embodied in its 
economic pattern as a great proportion of the population have been labor-intensively working 
on the soil, but also mainstream social culture and value system are built on this foundation. 
To date, there are still more than half of the total population living in rural areas, undertaking 
agricultural related work. A general understanding is that Chinese rural society has preserved 
tradition well because of the long-term segregation between urban and rural areas. How about 
the landless rural villages? Life style and economic patterns of the landless farmers are like 
half-farmer and half-worker(半工半农). They can not break away from “rural” completely, 
but are also difficult to integrate into “urban” life in the Chinese scenario.    
From the demographic aspect, China is at the beginning stage of an aging society in the 
new century. During the past 60 years, China has experienced demographic transition from 
high fertility and mortality rate to low fertility and mortality rate. China is a country in which 
government policy deeply affects population aging in an indirect way (Peng, 2000). In 1950, 
the elderly (65+) comprised only 4.5 per cent of the total population. However, the family 
planning was carried out in the 1970s and the one-child policy was launched in the early 
1980s under the socioeconomic reform background. Since then, aging has increased 
dramatically, not only the absolute number of elderly but also the proportion to the total 
population. Currently, about two thirds of the aged live in rural areas, much higher than the 
proportion of the aged in urban areas1; rural-urban migration of the younger generations 
contributes greatly to this. Today’s elderly who normally started their families before the era 
                                               
1 Calculated from the national statistics 
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of the strict family planning, have three or more surviving adult children on average. 
Theoretically, this situation is advantageous for family support to the elders. Scholars 
consider China is currently near the end of the demographic bonus period, which means a 
large number of working-age people supporting relatively fewer older and younger 
dependents. However, aging society and the elderly in contemporary China is often 
constructed as a social problem rather than a social fact, and is treated as such almost 
everyday in various kinds of media, even in academic journals, especially in the early years of 
the century. How about the public policy arrangement for these landless rural elderly? Has 
there been any change in Chinese public policy arrangement for these people? 
There are some differences among the elderly, according to age group and place of 
residence. The higher the age cohort group, the more children they have; and the rural elders 
have more children than their urban counterparts. Although the Chinese government has 
launched a series of social security programs for the rural elderly on the institutional level, it 
still has a long way to go to settle them at the practical level. Without any public resource or 
with limited public resources, the rural elderly have to depend too much on their families to 
live through their later years. However, with age, their marginalized role might cause them to 
lose the power of controlling or negotiating with their children. It is the elders’ experience in 
a kind of “power reversal”, which means their adult children, not the aged parents, hold 
family power. Meanwhile, more children may cause a shift of responsibility to other siblings 
and bring about a “family support vacuum” to their parents. At the same time, the present 
social moral or legal control mechanism lacks the capacity to regulate such phenomenon in 
detail, which appears as a “social control vacuum”. Thus, it is difficult to predict the result 
when “support vacuum” meets “control vacuum” and “power reversal”. Without any positive 
motivation and social control mechanism, how to make sure that the adult children show filial 
piety to their aged parents?  
Another outstanding demographic characteristic in contemporary China is that the life 
expectancy at birth has almost doubled from the level of the 1950’s, and has reached 73 years 
at the beginning of the 21st century. According to the world health organization publication 
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“2007 World Health Report”, Chinese average life expectancy was 71 years for males and 74 
years for females. But, longevity does not mean healthy life in the later years. According to a 
report of Human Development Reports 2009 (UNDP) 1 , the healthy life expectancy of 
Chinese population was about 68 years at the 2007 level, which meant the elderly needed to 
be taken care of for nearly five years on average, especially in the case of the older women, 
on the ground that they are advantaged with more years of life. In rural villages, widowhood 
of the elderly is significant; and widows outnumber widowers particularly among the oldest-
old (80+)2. Some of them are in an extremely bad situation in terms of health and economic 
wellbeing. 
My study subjects are the landless rural elderly and their significant family members and 
others in their support networks, especially their adult children. To date, lives of the rural 
elders are distinct from those of their urban counterparts. Each life stage of the urban elderly 
is much clearer: working in the socialist working units, then retiring. Accordingly, the urban 
elders meet different people in the different stages, and there is a relatively clear line between 
social and family life. Thus, their different networks connect particular individuals and social 
institutions. By contrast, most rural elders began to farm when they were still teenagers and 
work till death. Life stages for them do not have a clear division, farming as job and their 
private life are mingled together. The landless rural elders were connected with the soil for the 
great part of their life, but lost farmland in the later years. Do these mean the simplification of 
the networks of these elders?  
As for the societal aspect, the aged population has never constituted a larger percentage of 
the total population at any given time. However, the power of a certain social group is 
seemingly not decided by its proportion, but by other factors. What is the place of the aged in 
a particular social structure in the past and at present? In the study, I will explore the elders’ 
status within the family and in society historically based on the literature, that is, what kind of 
family or social role they hold in the different social stages. As a result, I attempt to figure out 
                                               
1 Human Development Reports (UNDP), http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/indicators/174.html.  
2 Calculated from the national statistics. 
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how such status affects the aged obtaining support from their families and the society; and 
what motivates behavior of inter-generational exchange in these different domains?  
How about the traditional portrait of the Chinese elderly? Theoretically, in ancient China, 
entering old age gave the senior a sense of pride, authority and privilege.  Evident is available 
in various historical documents, Support networks of the elderly were based on their powerful 
patrilineal families and kinship connections, and providing support to family elders was the 
primary obligation for the younger generations to show Xiao (孝, filial piety). In such society, 
Confucian filial piety was a guideline for interpersonal relations and patterns of behavior 
among generations. It made the differentiation between father and mother due to the 
patriarchal system; father was the head of the family. It also regulated different obligations 
between sons and daughters; a married daughter was considered as another family’s member. 
Traditional rural life could not be separated from the soil, which was the fundamental element 
of agrarian society. The way people related to the soil played a crucial role in family economy 
and life patterns; and thus affected inter/intra-generational relationship. The authority of rural 
elder people at least partly came from controlling the land (an important family property) that 
assured their economic security. Also, old farmers as veterans of productivity possessed 
knowledge and experience that were crucial for survival in such society. The senior males 
were the head of families; at least they held ‘nominal authority’ (Baker, 1979) in the ritual 
sphere, or higher spiritual status within family.  
However, today’s rural elderly live in a different scenario, as massive urbanization and 
industrialization have occurred in their later years. Conflicts are everywhere: resistance and 
resilience, transformation and preservation, reform and conservation, Confucian filial piety 
and family democracy. To the landless rural elders, risks permeate every aspect of their lives. 
Unlike in the past, science and new technology has replaced traditional knowledge 
dominating the society usually possessed by the young people. Like many other societies, the 
youth preference and youth culture in China is being exalted and institutionalized, such as 
promoting younger cadres, preferring younger employees. Cowgill and Holmoes suggest that 
  10 
the status of the elderly declines as the degree of modernization in society increases. ‘Age” is 
a crucial criterion for selecting officials and employees; power is also age related and the aged 
are marginalized. The elderly have to negotiate their spaces and rights both within the family 
and in society. Hirshbein (2001: p.128) suggests that “in the decades after the 1920s, the most 
lasting consequence of the contest between the generations was the gradual marginalization of 
older men from cultural power”. 
Support network is embodied in an individual’s everyday life, which will be emphasized 
in the study. Everyday life is trivial and routine, but vivid and abundant. Chinese generalize it 
as “eating, clothing, housing, and transportation” (衣食住行, yi shi zhu xing). Also, such life 
is usually taken for granted. However, scholars need to understand that “taken for granted”, 
trivial and ordinary daily life, and extract theoretical meaning from these concrete and 
superficial events. Furthermore, individuals are not isolated; they are social creatures, and 
active in the family and society. They interact with others; each of them has particular 
characteristics. This study contributes to generalizing their group characteristics beyond any 
particularity.  
Individuals are placed in the social network, and always link to different social 
institutions since they come into the world. The family is the first and primary institution that 
needs to be studied. Study on family has a long history and is well-established. Scholars from 
different disciplines have displayed their enthusiasm for it. The sociological approach to 
family is to understand how individuals’ behavior and personal characteristics are affected by 
the circumstances of living in interaction with other people (Cheal, 2002: p.2). In China’s 
context, the family has always been and still is paramount, occupying the predominant role in 
the rural elders’ life. A Chinese scholar (Yan, 2003) summarizes three models of Chinese 
family in academic studies: economic model which regards Chinese family as an economic 
unit; political model which explores the resulting political dimension of the Chinese family; 
and cultural model which emphasizes the overarching and enduring influence of traditional 
values.  
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The mystery of the Chinese family is always associated with Confucian culture, which 
has governed Chinese through the centuries. It has been the most influential belief and has 
socialized individuals into particular patterns, and penetrates all aspects of people’s everyday 
life. It regulates intergenerational relationships as hierarchal and patriarchal; at the same time, 
it emphasizes family continuity and harmony. Classical Chinese family was regarded as 
group-oriented and emphasized 3Ps: patriarchal, patrilineal and patrilocal. It weighted the 
needs and the well-being of the whole family, collective interests ranked first. Individuals 
should be loyal to their families; personal autonomy and independence were neglected. As the 
result, the Chinese family was super stable; harmony, tolerance and balance were family 
virtues that were drawn attention to. However, this family system had been criticized for its 
negative consequences for the younger generation’s well-being and freedom, especially for 
women. During the New Culture and May Fourth Movements of the second decade of the 
twentieth century the attack was led by young writers bent on reforming a system perceived 
as oppressive to the young and to females of any age (Chow, 1967; Hashimoto & Ikels, 2005: 
p. 440). In fact, the Chinese family is increasingly a controversial issue in contemporary 
society, and Xiao (filial piety, 孝) is the most focal point. How does it work in today’s 
mainland China?  
In the past six decades, socialist ideology has propagated that individuals put the nation 
and communist party’s interest at the first place, and appealed to sacrifice their personal 
interests if necessary. It is another collective life form and group-oriented. Social movements 
organized by the communist China have challenged the various aspects of basic social 
institutions. Ancestral sacrifices or other rituals were regarded as feudal superstitions and 
discarded. In rural communities, under the socialist people’s commune, men and women all 
worked in production brigades to earn work points (工分, gong fen). Government encouraged 
“women hold up half the sky” (妇女能顶半边天, fu nv neng ding ban bian tian), which 
meant women could do what men could do.  
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Since the late 1970s, socioeconomic reform has gradually carried out in rural area; 
accelerated by the new farmland enclosure movement, a great number of the rural younger 
people have left the soil and worked in township/village enterprises or migrated to urban areas 
to pursue “new” life. Scholars argue that the era of new familism and individualism is coming 
(Ruan et. al., 2003). Cheal (2002: p.33) once explained the relationship between 
individualism and family as “individualization is a result of increased social complexity; add 
to the complexity of family life”. As a consequence, former structures of family ties may 
become less important than the subjective contents of personal relationships. Is it possible for 
the Chinese family to still keep the ancient way in contemporary society through decades of 
socialist movement? Or does family life have a different meaning for the elderly and their 
children under the dramatic social change? 
Why is the family and old-age support so controversial in the post-reform China?  First, 
since the beginning of socioeconomic reform, urbanization and industrialization have 
gradually entered rural communities. Scholar considers the process of industrialization has 
eroded long-standing patterns of interdependence between the generations, producing material 
and emotional hardship for elders (Apt, 1997). Family and community networks that provided 
informal support to the aged generation in the past are being undermined by dramatic social 
and economic changes in the absence of any public assistance. Second, the increasingly aging 
population urgently calls for universally available, public arrangement of support to protect 
the senior from poverty on the one hand; on the other hand, like other developing countries, 
this cannot come about in the short term due to lower economic condition, less public policy 
consideration and other restrictions. Family has to continually take the paramount role in 
supporting the aged. A related question arises: whether filial obligation continues its old way 
in contemporary China? Is it secularized and demystified due to the modernization process? 
Which one is better for the elderly, a new practice of filial piety or the traditional way? The 
preconditions and motivation of practicing filial obligation of the younger people need to be 
explored.  
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Family is the primary institution where individuals are brought up and socialized, as the 
saying goes, the correction of children is the refreshment of their parents. However, that 
grandchildren brought up by their grandparents is a long-established pattern in rural villages. 
In most conditions, the time they spend with the grandparents is much greater than with their 
parents during the childhood; with the development of formal education system, the time they 
spend with their parents is really limited. This situation may strengthen the emotional 
connection between grandparent-grandchild but weaken such relation between parent-child. 
How does this affect parent-child relationship in the later years of the elderly? Or does it 
mean that the third generation is also strong tie in the old-age support network?  
The idealized image of Chinese family is extended family structure and tri-generation at 
least; family members live under the same roof. In fact, this physical proximity enables 
frequent interaction and intimacy between family members. Today, more and more children 
leave their parents’ families after marriage and set up their own small ones. According to 
Chinese statistics, three or more generational coresident living arrangement is not the 
dominant type and is replaced by nuclear family arrangement, accompanied by the shrinking 
of family size. A new phenomenon in today’s China is a great number of the aged population 
living alone with a large number of family units and small family size, compared with a small 
number of the elderly alone with larger family size in the past. Do the different living 
arrangements represent different personal and generational relationships; do the breakdown of 
large extended family and the rise of nuclear family mean the change in family support 
system to the elderly?  
Furthermore, marriage patterns have also changed. ‘Finding a daughter-in-law for the 
family’ is a common phase to describe Chinese marriage pattern in the past: the parents 
arranged a child’s marriage; however, today’s younger people prefer free-choice marriage and 
emphasize the emotional relationship between couples. Does this imply that parents-child 
triangular core relationship is replaced by conjugal relationship, and a decline in old-age 
support obtaining from the married children?  
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My study focus is the support networks of the landless rural elderly, which is closely 
associated with their personal lives and belongs to the private domain. Interestingly, the 
understanding of the terms ‘private’ and ‘public’ in Chinese and Western scenario are 
different. In China, private space exists in comparison and only has a relative meaning, but 
does not have a clear boundary between “private” and “public”. Fei (1992) used “differential 
mode of association” (差序格局 , cha xu ge ju) to demonstrate Chinese organizational 
principle, while he used “organization mode of association”(团体格局, tuan ti ge ju) to 
describe Western society. He used a metaphor to describe differential mode of association as 
“Chinese society is represented by the ripples flowing out from the splash of a rock thrown 
into water”. If putting an individual at the central point, private space pushes out towards 
public space when the circle goes further. For instance, compared to their parents, an adult 
child’s family is a private space; but compared to any outsider, an extended family is a private 
space.  
How to conceptualize family? It determines how wide a family boundary I set. In fact, the 
core of family life and the relationship with private and public domain reflect the rise and fall 
of the elderly’s status and their adult children within the family and in society. Today, nuclear 
family is the dominant type in China, but the point is whether nuclearization of living 
arrangement has changed the definition of family and social boundary among generations. 
Does it mean the aged parents are excluded from their adult children’s core circles, and how 
does it affect the elderly’s personal support networks? During the fieldwork, I found that 
family terminology improved my understanding of such boundary and generational ties to 
some extent, which is much more complex compared with Western societies. For example, 
Chinese people make the definite differentiation between grandparent /uncle /aunt /cousin 
from mother’s side and father’s side, or in what circumstance “we”, “they”, or “I” is used, 
which represent the different relationship among individuals.  
The family is dynamic. Today, with the decline of fertility and increase of longevity, adult 
children have more living parents /parents-in-law and grandparents /grandparents-in-law than 
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their ancestors. At present, rural family life cycle and dynamics is strongly affected by family 
members’ longer life expectancy, extension of formal education duration, delay in marriage 
age and parenthood, decrease of child birth, decline in family size, loss of farmland, greater 
economic participation of women outside families, and occupational transition from farmers 
to non-agricultural workers. To date, some scholars think that the fundamental elements and 
function of Chinese rural family have been changing (Xuan & Silverstin, 2000; Zimmer & 
Kwong, 2003; Li et al., 2004; Zhang, 2004). In the study, I will consider two sides of family 
life at the same time: change and continuity.  
The individual family needs to integrate into the local community and a wider society, but 
the ways of integration are various. Local community is another significant social institution 
in the study. In the past, many rural villages were formed by patrilinial connections, typically 
from a few dozen up to a few hundred households sharing the same family name or several 
family names. Such village was a special type of extended family, rich or poor families all 
belonged to it; but was usually controlled by the wealthy and powerful family(ies). How 
about landless rural village? Undeniable, today’s rural village is not a self-sustaining place in 
a market-oriented economy anymore. During the period in the villages, I was shocked by how 
economic globalization and the instability of economic conditions affected rural society in 
great depth. Is it still like what Laozi (老子, Lao Zi) described “ though they live within sight 
of their neighbors, and crowing roosters and barking dogs are heard across the way, yet they 
never visit each other till death”. (鸡犬之声相闻，老死不相往来. ji quan zhi sheng xiang 
wen, lao si bu xiang wang lai), or like what Mencius (孟子, Meng Zi) said “aid one another in 
keeping watch and ward, and sustain one another in sickness” (守望相助, 疾病相扶. shou 
wang xisang zhu, ji bin xiang fu)? What role does neighbor in such close community play in 
the aged support networks? And what role does the village as the micro-level social structure 
play in the aged support networks? 
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IV: Methodological Issues 
China is a geographically large and regional diverse country. I designed the study as 
regional specific, village type specific, and social stage specific. I grew up in Jiangsu province, 
have spent more than thirty years there, and am quite familiar with that region. Although a 
Chinese saying describes “there are no same customs as near as five miles away and there are 
no same mores within a ten miles” (五里不通风, 十里不同俗, wu wi bu tong feng, shi li bu 
tong su), as a province with a heavy concentration of Han ethnicity, basic cultural elements 
are shared within the province, such as Confucian filial piety.  
Different kinds of rural village have different social issues. Recently, landless rural 
village is a hot issue which has aroused social attention, people find such as from newspapers, 
TV reports, or academic articles. Under the remarkable social change circumstance, the 
landless village has some particular features, distinguishing itself from the traditional village 
as well as the urban community. In the study, I only focus on the two landless villages from 
two perspectives: that of the elderly and that of their adult children. The aged in this kind of 
village have some particular characteristics: their earlier lives were closely linked to the soil, 
but they are experiencing landlessness in the later years. This experience does not only mean 
that they no longer have any land to cultivate, but also indicate that they may change the 
patterns of survival and their original connections. How do the support networks of the 
landless elderly work at the grassroots level in post-reform China?  
Unlike the popular way of rural-urban migration, most of the middle-aged children in the 
fieldwork sites encounter in-site occupational transition. Maybe they are factory employees, 
self-employed, or businessmen/business-women in the local areas. Thus, interaction patterns 
between them and their aged parents may have some particular features; and this short-
distance relationship may facilitate both the elderly obtaining various kinds of resources from 
their children and the children providing support to their parents.  
During the summer of 2005, before pursuing the study in the National University of 
Singapore, I had done a pre-fieldwork in my hometown, visiting villages, interviewing the 
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elders and their adult children. The purpose was to find proper aspects and approaches for 
fulfilling the study. Through the fieldwork, I thought studying only from the elders’ 
perspective was not enough, the children’s perspective also needed to be included; since old-
age support is not simply the elders’ business which reveals intergenerational interdependence 
within and outside the family.  
In 2007, after passing the PhD qualification examination, my supervisor suggested me to 
plan the fieldwork in detail based on the research proposal, such as feasible ways of doing 
fieldwork, and possible difficulties to meet and how to solve them. I was really grateful for 
these suggestions. In fact, the strategies were very useful and efficient, and helped me save 
lots of time. With the help of the former students, I selected two landless villages finally. 
From July 2007 to January 2008, I stayed in these two villages: Qian luoyang, located in the 
northeastern city of the province —Liang Yu-gang (连云港); San Guanqiao, in the southern 
city—Suzhou (苏州). The reason of selecting these two villages was that it provided an 
opportunity to explore the support networks of landless rural elderly, and do comparison and 
find differences and similarities about the support network of the landless elderly, which I 
will demonstrate in detail in Chapter Three.  
I participated in the local residents’ daily activities as well as important events, visited 
families, interviewed the elders and surveyed their adult children; also, I tried to understand 
their communications and body language in the fieldwork sites. I visited local cadres, and 
read the local documents. During the school vacations, I discussed with college students who 
were back in the villages, getting their opinions on the aged and old-age support; they actually 
gave me much information and many suggestions. The fieldwork was exciting and fruitful; 
however, piecing these vivid scenes together, generalizing their life, and developing a 
sociological interpretation are not an easy job.  
The study begins with a very general goal: understand the social and psychological 
aspects of the old-age support in landless rural villages from the perspective of social 
networks. Social network has the feature of being unseen and unstable. Interrelation among 
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individuals is shaped by social structure; on the other hand, network structure is also affected 
by individual’s motivation and activities. Thus, support network cannot be studied merely by 
converting it into quantitative measures. I found that a qualitative approach is especially 
efficient in studying rural China; and incorporated quantitative and qualitative approaches, 
using participant observation, in-depth interview, and small scale survey to explore the 
support network at the grassroots level.  
Further, comparative approach is employed: doing historical comparison to examine how 
the support network works in different social stages; and doing horizontal comparison to 
examine the differences and similarities between the elders in the two villages. The goal is to 
discover how strength the bonds are between generations, how much and what kind of 
resources are involved in the network, and what government or any other social institution’s 
role is in providing for the well-being of the landless elderly. Studying from the grassroots 
level, the research target cannot be treated as a representative sample of a wider population. 
However, the rural elderly are much alike in many ways in Chinese context, especially in 
regions with high percentage of Han Chinese; the similarities facilitate my study in doing 
comparison and generalization of the support networks of the rural elderly at a macro level 
from small scale study to a certain degree.  
Being trained as a sociological scholar, I constantly remind myself the study targets are 
human beings; and I need to follow the general moral principles, that is, “never hurt them 
physically and mentally”. During the fieldwork, I paid special attention to the local norms and 
taboos which were the important social values in people’s daily lives. In fact, studying at an 
overseas university but focusing on a China topic, at first, I felt my thoughts contradicted each 
other. There are the ideas and ideology from which I was raised and have been socialized with 
for more than thirty years in China, on the one hand; there are ideas and ideology from the 
overseas world and the understanding of Chinese society, especially about Communist China 
on the other hand. As a native Chinese, I may take for granted something which attracts the 
attention of people from other cultures. Indeed, the experience of studying overseas has 
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refreshed my understanding of Chinese society in depth, and helped me to think about it from 
different perspectives.  
 I have found that to start writing was more difficult than I imaged. After reading many 
books and articles, there are many ideas which would like to be developed in the thesis. As 
the socioeconomic reform was launched in 1978, domestic as well as foreign scholars have 
had opportunities to study contemporary mainland China after thirty years isolation. China’s 
study is gradually unfolded and goes into depth. A difficulty arises: how to provide a 
comprehensive but still manageable literature review? Since the study puts the post-reform 
rural China as the background, and focuses on the elderly and family relationship, the related 
literature is vast. I have to decide how to select and generalize scholars’ researches. In 
addition, it is sometimes difficult to find adequate statistics to support the arguments; as a 
result, the data from a different year sometimes have to be used.   
V: Organization of the thesis 
The thesis is organized in eight chapters. Chapter One provides an overview of the thesis, 
discussing why I concentrated on landless rural villages in post-reform China, and why 
support networks of the landless rural elderly was chosen as the study topic. A brief study 
background of the landless elderly and their families, local villages and the broad society is 
also provided. Then the methodological issue is summarized: what kind of village is studied, 
what research approaches are used, and some perplexities in the study are addressed. 
Chapter Two is concerned with the social context of the study and the related literature is 
also discussed. The aim is to draw the outline of the changing context of rural China and 
family in the traditional past and post-reform context. Three dimensions as the landless rural 
village, family and individual’s life are emphasized. Related literature on Chinese family and 
generational relationship, social theory of aging, recent research on the elderly support are 
also presented. At the end of the chapter, I put forward the general study hypothesis: the 
support networks of the rural elderly in China are changing due to modernization and 
urbanization.  
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The detailed methodological issue and theoretical structure of the thesis are discussed in 
the following chapter. Study approaches, specific methods, study sites selection, detailed 
fieldwork plan, conceptualization and operationalization, fieldwork strategies and data 
analysis method are explained.  
Chapter Four provides the details of the two fieldwork villages: San Guanqiao and Qian 
Luoyang, and two ways of being landless are analyzed. General demographic information of 
the senior residents, such as different age cohorts, marriage and education, in the study sites is 
also provided. Based on the fieldwork data, the support network of the elderly from both the 
elderly’s perspective and adult children’s perspective are analyzed from Chapter Five to 
Seven. The premise of these three chapters is that the rural elderly and the younger generation 
have different life experiences, which affect the different behavior and motivation, interaction 
patterns. It cause the different understanding /formulate support network of the older 
generation. 
In the last chapter—Chapter Eight, discussion and conclusions are presented. I compare 
the result from the elderly’s and children’s perspectives to understand the expectation and 
obligation of the support system between two generations; try to demystify Confucian filial 
piety in contemporary China. And conclude that support networks of the landless elderly in 
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Chapter Two      Landless Rural Villages and the Elderly 
 
 
I: Landless Rural Villages in Post-Reform China 
In the book The Vanishing Peasant: Innovation and Change in French Agriculture, Henri 
Mendras (1970) claimed that the 20th century produced the virtual disappearance of the 
peasant as a ‘social class’ from the modernized countries of Western Europe and North 
America. Since the later part of the century, this trend has also been emerging in developing 
countries. Such vanishing accompanies by the decrease of arable land and traditional farmers, 
and the rise of industrialization and urbanization which have resulted in the diversity of rural 
society. The once homogeneous peasant class breaks up; it has to meet the challenge of 
occupational transition, social or physical mobility, and integrate into other social classes.  
China, a large agricultural country with the largest agricultural population in the world, 
has been at the edge of such vanishing since the last quarter of the 20th century, and its pace is 
accelerating in the beginning of the new millennium. According to Chinese official statistics, 
the structure of employment has been changing greatly since 1978 when market-oriented 
reform was launched. Table 2.1 clearly shows that the percentage of employed persons 
working in the agricultural sector has dropped markedly, nearly 30 percentage points from the 
year 1978 to 2006 at the national level; and the more dramatic decline has happened in 
Jiangsu province, about 40 percentage points; while the percentage of employment in the 









  22 











1978 70.5 17.3 12.2 
1980 68.7 18.2 13.1 
1985 62.4 20.8 16.8 
1990 60.1 21.4 18.5 
1995 52.2 23.0 24.8 
2000 50.0 22.5 27.5 
Nation 
2006 42.6 25.2 32.2 
1978 69.7 19.6 10.7 
1980 70.4 19.4 10.2 
1985 53.2 32.7 14.1 
1990 56.6 28.7 14.7 
1995 46.9 32.1 21.0 
2000 42.8 30.2 27.0 
Jiangsu 
2006 29.8 34.8 35.4 
Date source: “Number of employed persons at yearend by three strata of industry”, statistical yearbook 
of China 2007;  www.stats.gov.cn; and statistical yearbook of Jiangsu province 2007, www.jssb.gov.cn.  
 
Giddens (1989: p. 517) once argued, “for virtually the whole of human history, the pace 
of social change was relatively slow; most people followed more or less the same ways of life 
as their parents. By contrast, we live in a world subject to dramatic and continuous 
transformation. Mendras (1971: p.10), writing about social change in France in the early 20th 
century, stated “the rapid social change introduces change into the functioning of social 
system. The static, or almost static, equilibrium has given way to a dynamic one, composed of 
continual disequilibria”. China is in the dramatic social change era, and socioeconomic 
development in the eastern coastal regions is much quicker than in the middle and western 
regions; cities are quicker to change than rural villages and large cities in the east coast lead 
the transformation. In this section, I try to answer such questions: what is the nature of social 
change in post-reform rural China? And what are the particular characteristics of such social 
change in my study region? 
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As a matter of fact, the vanishing of agricultural rural villages and farmers is a part of 
massive social transformation of today’s China. In the past three decades, social reform 
beginning from the economic sector has brought about remarkable social changes throughout 
the country. It has impacted every aspect of the society, challenged the former social system, 
and penetrated into ordinary people’s everyday life. In general, it is changing from traditional 
agricultural to modern industrial economy and society; meanwhile, as a socialist country, 
China is undergoing the transformation from a central planning to market-oriented economy. 
It is called Chinese socialist modernization process, appeared as industrialization, 
urbanization, marketization, cultural diversity.  
The people’s commune (人民公社, ren min gong she) was founded in the late 1950s in 
rural China; collective production brigades and teams replaced traditional families in 
dominating individuals’ economic and social activities over two decades. Since 1978, the 
household responsibility contract system (家庭联产承包责任制, jia ting lian chan cheng bao 
ze ren zhi) has gradually replaced collective farming as the starting point of economic reform, 
marking a definite retreat from the Maoist years. It is generally considered that China’s 
modernization was born at this time of social reform. The collective village economy 
collapsed; at the same time, the collective health care system also shrank. Relationships 
among local villagers have been weakening since then, because opportunities of cooperation 
and labor division have decreased in local communities; they have few public activities 
fostering interaction with each other. Rural residents return back to their family networks, and 
such networks are the main sources of resources individuals can obtain. Scholar regards it as a 
new era of familism in rural China (Ruan et al., 2004). However, the point is whether 
familism in this era is the renaissance of tradition or appearing as a new form?  
On a whole, the levels of social change in rural areas are diverse. Since the beginning of 
the new century, “landlessness” has become a hot debate which attracts all levels of society. 
An obvious reason is that China is a fundamental agricultural society and has the largest 
agricultural population in the world. As a matter of fact, the vanishing of agricultural village 
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is different from the vanishing of rural village in the Chinese context, the household 
registration system and related social policies shape the particular characteristic. Generally, 
this issue divides into two topics: loss of great amount of arable land and a great number of 
landless farmers. In fact, these two issues are intertwined with each other, and most studies 
use problem-solution approach to give policy suggestions from multidisciplinary perspectives. 
Critical scholars and social activists address the argument of farmers’ rights and government’s 
responsibility.  
In the past two decades, a great amount of farmland has been requisitioned by 
government. It is called ‘new land enclosure movement’ which can not be separated from 
urbanization and industrialization—the symbol of China’s characteristic road of 
modernization. “As China opened to foreign investment and the market in urban real property 
boomed throughout the 1980s and 1990s, lower-level governments embarked on extensive 
land enclosure” (Yang & Ren, 2002; He, 2000; Sageso, 2004). “Their requisitioning and 
leasing of land, creation of development zones, and the use of land as collateral for loans and 
as in-kind investment in township and village enterprises and joint ventures, was a critical 
ingredient in the expansion of China’s rural industrial sector” (Gao, 1999; Sageson, 2004).  
Since the last decade of the 20th century, the Chinese government has been promoting 
rural urbanization through “small town development project” (小城镇建设，xiao cheng zhen 
jian she), expecting to solve bottleneck area and the weakness of linkage between city and 
countryside. But in some regions, especially in undeveloped regions, the process of 
urbanization appears as requisitioning farmland as sprawling expansion without any definite 
purpose. There is no manufacturing or tertiary industrial development, local fiscal budget still 
has to depend on fragile agriculture with the decrease of arable land. Modernization in these 
areas has been politicized and bureaucratized, losing its concrete content. Local residents have 
to bear the negative consequences such as living with less farmland and lower income from 
local economy, while local authorities do not answer for it. Consequently, large numbers of 
peasants have lost their farmland, but the number is really unclear. A popular estimate is 
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about 40 to 50 million (Liao, 2005). However, the landless farmers are geographically and 
demographically diverse. In the eastern coastal regions such as Jiangsu(江苏), Zhejiang(浙江), 
Shandong(山东 )，Fujian(福建 ), Guangdong(广东 ) province the landless arose at the 
beginning stage of rural industrialization in the early 1980s, much earlier than in the middle 
and western regions. In this area, some of the landless farmers have worked in factories or 
other non-agricultural units for almost thirty years.  
Unlike industry-related lifestyle, the rhythm of farming life is based on seasonal farming 
and closely linked to the soil. However, the landless rural residents have some distinct 
characteristics which are different from either industrial workers or traditional farmers in the 
post-reform scenario:  
First, a great amount of cultivated land is requisitioned by government at all levels to 
build industrial zones or residential districts, construct highways, high-speed railway or other 
purposes. That is, farmers are forced to give up their original farming work. Some studies 
show that the rural mass follows the movement with a great reluctance; sometime, they 
expressed deliberate opposition at the outset, as “passive urbanization process” (被动城市化, 
bei dong cheng shi hua) (Tong & Zhang, 2006). In fact, their connections with farming have 
been declining over time. Unlike the traditional peasants who were dependent on the soil and 
at the mercy of the forces of nature, most rural residents encounter occupational transition and 
have to earn their living in manufacturing or service sectors, implying their economic sources 
are not mainly from their family farming. Hence, they have lost the basic security as peasant 
from farmland. And family collective economic activities are replaced by individual-based 
waged work activities out of the family.  
 Second, such non-agricultural jobs normally go to the young; the rural elderly find they 
are very difficult to access to them due to their limited educational background, age 
discrimination. In the Chinese setting, the development of rural society and the road to riches 
of rural residents mostly does not come from basic agricultural production, but from rural 
industry and new sidelines. How about the landless elders? Will such process lead them to 
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poverty or will they have to totally rely on their families? Does any social security scheme 
support them and compensate the loss of farmland?  
Third, there are two main types of occupational transition facing these landless farmers: 
rural-urban migration is the general road; and the other is in situ occupational change. 
Whatever the type, young, educated and healthy individuals are the best placed. Compared to 
their urban counterparts, however, the rural migrants usually work in low technical level 
positions and find it difficult to compete in job markets. They are easier to lose their jobs and 
their economic income is unstable due to urban protectionism or other reasons. Thus, they 
confront more risks. When any crisis arrives like economic recession, these people will be out 
of jobs first, normally without unemployment insurance protection. By contrast, the 
possibility of in situ occupational change is dependent on local economic development, 
especially industrial development, and how many job opportunities it can provide. Compared 
with the first type of occupational transition, the advantage of in situ occupational change is 
lower living cost with family and acquaintance networks, they need not consider the ever 
higher price of housing or rental in cities. 
Fourth, the landless farmers are distinct from their urban counterparts, who are covered 
by a better social security system. Despite losing their farmland, they are still defined as rural 
residents. In the China’s context, the division of rural and urban residents is based on the 
household registration system (户口制度, hu kou zhi du). In other words, the membership of 
urban or rural is not decided by where an individual lives, but by where he/she registers. 
Although this system has been undergoing a reform, it still has a long way to go to reach the 
grassroots level. Recently, Chinese central government has intended to implement “the social 
insurance instead of land” project to compensate the loss of farmland, but it is still at the 
initial stages and relies on regional economic condition. This implies that many rural elderly 
cannot get deserved public compensation at the time they lose the basic living security– 
farmland; meanwhile, it is difficult for them to find any employment.  
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II: Traditional Agricultural Villages and Landless Villages in the China’s 
Context 
Tradition and modernity are always related with each other. ‘Traditional society’ is 
usually contrasted with industrial, urbanized, capitalist ‘modern society’. In fact, these two 
forms of societies represent two ways of civilization: agrarian civilization and industrial 
civilization. In the previous society, agricultural economy was the principal sector; the 
majority of population lived in countryside, the main function of cities/towns and the survival 
of them was based on rural villages. Consequently, two different rationalizations are 
represented in these two societies: agrarian rationalization and industrial rationalization. 
Mendras (1971: p.133) rightly pointed to the difference of these two rationalization as, “in 
order to turn toward the modern system, the peasant must completely master his own behavior 
as an individual; this presumes a clear awareness of his personal position in the traditional 
system he is thus challenging”.  
 Traditional Chinese society was characterized as agrarian economy, smallholder family 
farming, peasants comprising a predominant percentage of the total population; cultural 
Confucian legacy, patriarchal kinship family, and hierarchal social structure. Fei Xiao-tong 
(1992) regarded traditional Chinese society as fundamentally rural. A Chinese saying goes 
that “look back three generations, you can find your rural roots’. Lin Yu-tang said (1939, 
p.34), “what seems still more important is the fact that the ruling class not only came from the 
country but also returned to the country, as the rural mode of life was always regarded as the 
ideal”. In such society, social or physical boundary between rural and urban is not very clear. 
Weber (1951: p.91) had the following view on Chinese society, “there were also numerous 
peasants living in the cities and, since the latter were merely urban settlements of farmers, 
there remained only a technical administrative difference between city and village”. Down 
through the centuries, Chinese authorities have implemented policies emphasizing 
agriculture’s role and restraining commercial activity, and highlighting peasant values. 
According to the classic Chinese social stratification, there were four social classes: the 
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scholar-administrator, the peasant, the artisan and the merchant (士农工商, shi nong gong 
shang). The peasant was placed at the second level in the society, higher than the artisan or 
merchant class.  
By contrast, industrialization and urbanization are the principles of the modern society. 
City becomes industrial, commercial, and cultural center; industrialization and related culture 
are stressed. In the society, the rural village is symbolic of backwardness and poverty. 
Socialist China gives priority to urban and industrial development; from the beginning of the 
1950s to the end of the 1970s, urban areas have been solidified by the combining effects of 
“scissor differences” (剪刀差, jian dao cha. Prices gap between industrial and agricultural 
products has emerged, devaluing agricultural products) and the strict household registration 
system. These policies have far-reaching consequences. Not only agricultural products, but 
also the peasant class and peasant values have been marked down; while the urban residents 
are protected by a wide range of social welfare system. A saying rightly embodies such 
situation, “people would rather want a bed space in the city, than a room in a rural village” 
(宁修城里一张床，不要农村一间房, nin xiu cheng li yi zhang chuang, bu yao nong cun yi 
jian fang). Urban-rural difference becomes a major obstacle in Chinese modernization process.  
Scholars like to employ different terms to mark the division of Chinese history. In general, 
there are two main divisions:  “1949” when the People’s Republic of China was founded as 
the watershed year; and “1978” when economic reform policy was launched as another 
division. The language that the Chinese government likes to use is “old society” and “new 
society”, or pre-liberation and after-liberation to describe the Chinese society before and after 
1949. Chinese specialists in the West have tended to take the division between pre-communist 
and communist China for granted, regarding 1949 as the fundamental break in Chinese 
society. In my study, I also use the three stages division as before 1949, pre-reform and post-
reform.  
A romantic idea is that traditional Chinese rural village was relatively homogeneous. 
From a structural aspect, a great number of villages were formed by patri-kinship, typically 
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from a few dozen up to a few hundred households sharing one or several family names. From 
an economic aspect, smallholder family farming was the dominant pattern, men and women 
engaged in similar farming tasks but different housework chores. From a cultural aspect, 
Confucianism was the mainstream culture; ancestor worship, filial piety and family continuity 
were the centre of people’s spiritual life. There was little opportunity to develop individualism 
or deviance. For thousand of years, Chinese literature has highly praised the role of the soil on 
people’s lives, which was regarded not only as the most important assurance of survival, but 
also the sign of prestige and the property to hold family members together. Demographic 
pressure and undeveloped agricultural technology increased its scarcity and value. Valuable 
capital in such village was combined farming land (the most important economic capital) and 
labor force (as human capital).  
Under the people’s commune (人民公社, ren min gong she) era, collective farm replaced 
family dominating individuals’ economic and social activities, and farmland no longer 
belonged to any individual family. The commune and brigade replaced the original village 
power structure and villages were controlled by the communist cadres. The landlord class was 
overthrown, and the rural gentry group also disappeared. Labor division in rural village was 
simpler, rural residents were bound on the soil and earned working points (工分, gong fen) 
from production brigade; commercial activities were strictly prohibited. Residents were not 
allowed to sell any products, such as vegetables, chicken, eggs, and so on. When urban cities 
could not accommodate their growing population, a large number of the educated youth were 
settled in the rural areas. Rural society in this period was relatively homogeneous; it could be 
considered as poor, collective, no private enterprises, but more equalitarian.  
At the beginning of the economic reform, China’s farmers highly praised this farmers’ 
creative idea of the household contract responsibility systems. Rural development manifests 
as the growth of village/township enterprises, the increase of rural-urban migration, the 
development of agricultural technology, and the increase in residents’ income. Consequently, 
division of labor is increasingly complex, and occupations are also becoming diverse. Power 
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and privilege structure are reconstructed; local cadres are more like the political leaders, while 
local entrepreneurs and other new rich residents share more economic and even political 
power. With the development of universal elementary education, mass media and loosening 
of rural-urban segregation, modern and western culture attracts more and more rural younger 
people. 
However, what is the meaning of farmland to the landless farmers in the post-reform 
context? How do they accommodate themselves to the new situation? As mentioned 
previously, the development of rural society and the road to riches mostly is from rural 
industry and new sidelines rather than from the basic agricultural production. When the cost 
of farming increases and becomes less profitable, when agricultural production become more 
and more unpredictable, when peasants have better choices other than working on the soil, 
when peasant value is underrated, farmland may lose the meaning of survival and become less 
attractive to the farmers, and the consequences may be the change of external and internal 
foundation of rural society. Theoretically, there are some differences between the rural elderly 
and the younger generations, in that the elderly have experienced several stages of rural 
change during their lifetime: small holder family farm before 1950, collective farm pre-1978, 
de-collective household contract responsibility after 1978, and landlessness in the later years; 
but they were connected with the soil for the greater part of their life. What is their 
understanding of farmland in their later years? In fact, I address this issue in my research.  
The differentiation between traditional agricultural village and landless village is 
principally in the connections with the soil and the economic patterns of survival, also the 
cultural landscape may be different either. Therefore, the consequences of these two types of 
villages may be led to the distinction of personal connections: relations in the former village 
are based on a small-scale family economy, family collective value is emphasized but 
neglecting individual value and autonomy; while relations of the latter have a trend of 
individualization which is affected by individual-based waged work experience outside of 
family.  
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Durkheim (1964) identified two types of solidarity: mechanical and organic solidarity to 
explain different degree and type of integration. “He believed that the sociologists’ task is to 
analyze and explain solidarity, the ties that bind people to one another, and the mechanisms 
through which solidarity is achieved.” (Ferrante, 2006: p.18) Durkheim (1964: p.129) defined 
mechanical solidarity as “come from likeness and is at its maximum when the collective 
conscience completely envelops out whole conscience and coincides in all points with it”. He 
stated that mechanical solidarity occurred in societies where there was not much division of 
labor and collective consciousness was related to it, while organic solidarity aroused from the 
division of labor and “comes from the interdependence that arises from specialization of work 
and the complementarities between people—a development which occurs in “modern” and 
“industrial” societies (Jary & Jary, 1991: p.406).  
Like Durkheim, Tonnies was also concerned with social solidarity. In the book 
Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft (Community and Society), he (1957: p.33-35) made such 
difference: “all intimate, private, and exclusive living together, so we discover, is understood 
as life in Gemeinschaft (community). Gesellschaft (society) is public life—it is the world 
itself”; “Gemeinschaft among people is stronger there and more alive; it is the lasting and 
genuine form of living together. In contrast to Gemeinschaft, Gesellschaft should be 
understood as a living organism, Gesellschaft as a mechanical aggregate and artifact”.  
Both of their arguments were concerned with social evolution from traditional to 
industrial society. In post-reform China, rural villages are undergoing such evolution, with the 
gradually withering away of mechanic solidarity and Gemeinschaft, and growing of organic 
solidarity and Gesellschaft. Social ties to bind one another with mechanic common 
consciousness in a small community give way to individualism and heterogeneity. In the 
Chinese context, homogeneity in traditional community was based on the membership of 
family/clan, ancestor worship and family/clan continuity, and the small-hold farm. However, 
under the communist control, individuals were encouraged to show loyalty to the party and 
socialist state, and ancestor worship was regarded as feudal superstition. Since the China’s 
government liberalized markets at the end of the 1970s, modernization and urbanization has 
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been progressing fast. Thus, from the elderly’s perspective, the cost might be the decline of 
traditional family connections and support. How about the public support to the rural elderly? 
Cowgill and Holmes (1972, p.323) state that “with modernization the responsibility for the 
provision of economic security for dependent aged tends to be shifted from the family to the 
state.” Does it happen in contemporary China?  
III: The Elderly in Today’s Rural China 
1. Demographic Understanding 
The idealized image of conventional Chinese family is that it comprises a large number of 
people and multigenerational living arrangement. However, the existing studies have 
criticized such widespread ideas (Freedman 1966, p.235 & 1979, p.235; Zhao, 2000: pp.263-
293). According to the historical statistics, the average household size in China in the past 
century was usually around 5-6 persons; and it was smaller in Southern China and Eastern 
Coastal areas (Hou: 2001, p.503). Life expectancy at birth was low, less than 40 years in 1950. 
Higher mortality led to fewer surviving adult children on the one hand; on the other hand the 
imaginary Chinese large multigenerational family was historically modified by political 
system and economic conditions, wars also played a role in shaping it. Some scholars regard 
multi-generational large family as the upper class preference and possibility. Thus, in Chinese 
culture, such big family may be a cultural symbol and ideal type rather than a concrete social 
reality.  
Since the 1950s, China has experienced demographic transition, from high fertility and 
mortality rate to low fertility and mortality rate, accelerated by the one-child policy. China’s 
experience manifests that initial fertility transition can occur in a society at a relatively low 
level of modernization with strong government interference. In 1950, China had a population 
of 554.8 million; and the elderly (65+) only constituted 4.9 per cent of the total population. 
Aging population has been increasing quickly since the 1980s, not only the absolute number 
but also the proportion to the total population. According to Chinese National Statistics, the 
elderly population aged 65 or over numbered 63 million in the 1990 census and increased to 
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88.1 million in the 2000 census, and more than 100 million since the 2003 national statistics, 
comprising 5.6%, 7.0% and 7.9% respectively of the total population. In the 2005 national 
population sample survey, the elderly (60+) constituted 13 per cent at the national level, while 
constituted 15.4 per cent in Jiangsu province. The percentage of aging population was slightly 
higher in rural areas, comprising 13.7% at the national level but 18% in Jiangsu province.  
Compared with other East or Southeast Asia countries, the aging percentage in China is at 
the medium level,1 but the total aged population is really huge since China has an immense 
population base. While the overwhelming proportion of older person in developed countries 
live in areas classified as urban as in other developing countries, the majority of old persons 
in China live in rural areas. According to Chinese statistics, one third of the aged lived in 
urban areas whilst two thirds of older people lived in rural areas, and the proportion of elderly 
people in rural areas is much higher than that of urban areas. In rural China, there are three 
major factors contributing to population aging: the strict family planning, improvement of life 
expectancy at birth; and rural-urban labor migration.  
Generally, today’s elderly started their families before the era of China’s strict birth 
control policy; they averagely have three or more children. In fact, China central government 
has encouraged the young couples to marry later, have longer birth spacing, and few children 
since the 1970s, before the one-child policy was carried out. Thus, the number of children per 
woman of child-bearing age has been decreasing since that time. According to Chinese 
demographer Xiaochun Qiao (Qiao, 2001; Jackson & Howe, 2004), the average number of 
Children per woman will continue to decline with each successive cohort reaching old age. 
By 2025, urban women turning 65 will on average have just 1.3 children; while rural women 
will have 2.2 children. Based on the age cohort, some differences exist; the higher the age 
cohort group, the more children they have. The urban elders have fewer children than their 
rural counterparts. 
There are several issues related to aging support from the demographic aspect:  
                                               
1 At 2005 level, population aged 60 + / 65+, China (11% and 7.7%) was higher than Indonesia (8.3% and 5.5%), 
Malaysia (6.7%, 4.4%), India (7.5% and 5.0%), and Viet Nam (7.6% and 5.6%), but lower than Thailand (11.3% and 
7.8%), South Korea (13.7% and 9.4%), and Singapore (12.3% and 8.5%). (Data: United Nations statistics).  
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First, according to a report of Human Development Report 2009 (UNDP)1, Chinese 
healthy life expectancy at birth was 68 years on average in 2007, while the life expectancy at 
birth was 73 in the same year. This implies that the Chinese elderly averagely lose about five 
years healthy life due to diseases or disabilities, and need to be taken care of. Health condition 
of the elderly at the 2005 level is displayed in the Table 2.2. In general, the urban elderly have 
better health condition than their rural counterparts; obviously, the young-old (60-69) on 
average have a better health condition. From the gender aspect, many old women outlive their 
husbands; widows outnumber widowers, particularly among the oldest-old.  
Table 2.2        Health Condition of the Elderly in China in Percentage (2005) 
 






























































Source: The National Population Sample Survey in 2005, http://www.stats.gov.cn. 
 
Second, scholars consider China is currently near the end of the demographic bonus 
period, which means a large number of working-age people supporting relatively fewer older 
and younger dependents. It creates a one-time opportunity for economic growth, and this 
demographic bonus will last till the beginning of second decade of this century. In fact, most 
children of today’s elderly are the baby boomers in the 1950s, or 1960 to 1970s. At the 
microcosmic family level, today’s elders have more surviving adult children than their parents 
as well as their children, which is advantageous in relation to old-age family support.  
Third, in the beginning of the 1950s, the average household size was more than four 
persons, and fell to 3.17 in 2007 statistics, presented in Table 2.3. Household size in rural 
                                               
1 From Human Development Reports (UNDP), http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/indicators/174.html.  
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areas is slightly larger than in urban areas, and Table 2.4 provides the detailed information.1 
Table 2.5 displays family structure both at the national and Jiangsu provincial level, and 
shows that one and two-generation households comprise the majority. Combining with the 
information from the tables, it may indicate that the proportion of the aged living apart from 
their children is significant. However, the decline of household size does not necessarily 
imply simpler or less complex family structure. An unpredictable factor affecting the real 
household size and family structure is that the data is based on the household registration 
system. For example, rural-urban migrant workers are usually registered at their native 
villages but are absence in reality.  
  Table 2.3                         Household Size in Chinese National Censuses 
Source: Chinese census of 2000 and 2007 statistical yearbook; http://www.stats.gov.cn 
 
Table 2.4                Household Size by City, Town and County in China (2005) 
City Town County 
Area 
Nation Jiangsu Nation Jiangsu Nation Jiangsu 
Household size 2.90 2.86 3.09 2.97 3.27 2.92 





                                               
1 In Chinese statistics, city and town are considered as urban areas, and county is considered as rural 
areas.  
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Table 2.5                                  Family Structure by Percentage in 2005 
City Town County 
            Area 
Nation Jiangsu Nation Jiangsu Nation Jiangsu 
One generation 
household 33.4 35.3 30.4 33.9 26.6 35.5 
Two generation  
household 52.7 48.2 53.2 46.1 52.5 41.6 
Three generation  
household 13.5 15.8 15.9 18.9 20.1 21.5 
Four generation 
household 0.34 0.7 0.6 1.1 0.8 1.5 
Five generation 
household and above 0.06 - - - - - 
Source: calculated from 1% national population sample survey in 2005, http://www.stats.gov.cn. 
 
In general, scholars agree that family support capacity in China will inevitably be 
weakened in the near future as the demographic transition continues. Studies before 2000 
(Benjamin et al., 2000; Lin, 1995; Wu, 1991; Chen & Silverstein, 2000) showed that more 
than half of the elderly still live with their family members, and stem family was the most 
common living arrangement of the elderly in the end of last century. The percentage of the 
elderly who lived with family members rises when they get older, which had significant 
implication for the elderly support in their later life. Scholars also claimed that the older the 
age, the stronger the belief that one should be living with one’s children in old age. But recent 
studies state that the percentage of the elderly living alone or with spouse only is increasing 
due to rural-urban labor force migration, decrease of fertility, and other reasons (Giles &Mu, 
2006; Zhang, 2004; Logan &Bian, 2003).  
I would like to contribute some points on this issue: First, family members include the 
elders’ spouses; living with family members therefore does not necessarily mean that co-
residence is happening among generations. Second, if the generational co-residence happens 
in the old-old (70-79) or the oldest-old group (80+), their children are mostly over 50 years 
old, and they in turn have their adult children, even grandchildren. What are their living 
arrangements? Third, rural-urban labor force migration also reduces the possibility of 
generational co-residence. According to the recent official statistics, there are more than 100 
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million migrant population in China. Usually, those migrant workers are registered in their 
native villages in most cases, but they work in other places. They are called as “peasant 
workers”(农民工, nong min gong) 
In fact, different living arrangements among generations relate to the different old age 
support patterns. “There are two aspects of providing family support for the elderly persons in 
East Asian societies: support given by dispersed families and support given by co-residing 
families” (Bengtson et al.: 2000, p.42). The author regards the former as largely a 
consequence of industrialization and the latter as part of the traditional culture. 
2. Cultural Understanding 
Culture is one of the most important concepts in social science; values and norms 
constitute an important part of it which is rooted in a particular society. “Values give meaning 
and provide guidance to humans as they interact with the social world. Norms are the rules of 
behavior which reflect or embody a culture’s values” (Giddens, 2001: p.31). ‘Old age’ is a 
universal phenomenon; and different cultures have applied diverse terms and phrases to give 
it meaning. It is a social construct. Chinese culture in the past and at present has both different 
and similar moral demands for either the aged or the younger generations towards it. Further, 
“every society has cultural stereotypes of one form or another regarding certain social 
categories of people, and to the extent these stereotypes are manifested in prejudicial attitudes 
and discriminated against or mistreated, but also those who are unfairly judged by such 
misplaced perceptions” (Bengtson, 2000: p.228). To my understanding, cultural stereotype of 
any social group in a particular social stage also has a bearing on the ideas and policies on 
how to handle such an issue in society. Historically, age sensitivity has different topics in 
different eras, and age itself has never been an isolated factor to affect people independently, 
it is interwoven with other social elements, which is related to the distribution of power and 
resources. Parsons thought that “in most cases the age lines are not rigidly specific, but 
approximate; this does not, however, necessarily lessen their structural significance.”(1949, 
p.128) 
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Therefore, the first question I would like to put forward is what the social imagination of 
the elderly is in traditional Chinese environment and what the correspondently attitude is 
towards the elderly? I navigate China’s tradition first.  
In Chinese, “lao” (老) is defined as aged or old. Its negative aspects are related to older 
and weak, senile and fatuous, describing the progressive decline of physical body (老弱病残, 
lao ruo bing can). The positive aspects of “lao” are associated with experienced and steady 
(老成持重, lao cheng shi zhong), longevity, maturity and prudence, wisdom, illustrating 
both physical and mental/moral achievements. In the Chinese environment, “lao” affects 
generational relationship and scholars consider that the survival of Chinese culture has 
benefited from the influence of Xiao (孝)—filial piety. Weber (1951: p.157) regarded Chinese 
filial piety as “the one basic social duty”, “the absolutely primary virtue”. In one aspect, filial 
piety does not aim at any definite senior person but the family as a whole. It is concerned with 
ancestor worship, and family continuity which is represented by the saying “many sons brings 
more happiness” (多子多福，duo zi duo fu). Mencius stressed “there are three things which 
are unfilial, and the greatest of them is not to have posterity (son)” (不孝有三，无后为大, 
bu xiao you san, wu hou wei da. Mencius: Chapter 14).  
The widespread understanding of Xiao focuses on trans-generational relationship, mainly 
between parents and their male children. It means a respectful and obligating attitude towards 
the seniors in the family, above all, the parents. “It comprises the aspects of care and 
obedience and a third important component which is normally not sufficiently accounted for 
in the literature on China: moral vigilance” (Roetz, 1993: p.53). Confucius’ disciple Zeng 
Shen(曾参) addressed that there were three stages of filial attitudes: the highest filial piety 
was to revere one’s parents, the second-best was not to bring disgrace to them; the last was to 
know how to care for them. The Analects of Confucius has such an argument:  
 
Ziyou asked about filial piety (xiao), the master said, “Nowadays ‘filial means simply 
being able to provide one’s parents with nourishment (yang). But even dogs and 
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horses are provided nourishment (you yang). If you are not respectful (jing), wherein 
lays the difference? (Analects, 2.7) 1 
 
In the Analects of Confucius, it also said, “while the parents are alive, one should not 
make a long journey” (父母在,不远游, fu mu zai bu yuan xing); “that parents, when alive, 
be served according to propriety; that, when dead, they should be buried according to 
propriety, and that they should be sacrificed to according to propriety” (生, 事之以礼；死，
葬之以礼. sheng, shi zhi yi li; si, zang zhi yi li, ji zhi yi li) (Analects, 2.5). Thus, according to 
classic Chinese moral system, providing financial support and care to their parents and giving 
birth to a male offspring were the basic elements of filial piety, geographic distance from their 
parents also played a role; and respecting parents ranked the first. Based on Confucianism, 
funeral was also an important component of Xiao; that is, taking care of the parents also 
included providing a dignified funeral after their death.  
Traditionally, in China, as well as in Japan and Korea, the aged were revered and 
protected. Children needed to show filial piety to parents, and generational relationship which 
was supported by Confucianism was in terms of inferiors and superiors. A South Korean 
scholar (Sung, 2000) claims that there are some reasons for showing filial piety to the elders 
in Eastern countries. One is related to the strong patriarchal tradition of the East on the one 
hand, and to the popular image of sages and wise men as being elderly gentlemen on the other. 
The third reason is “perhaps because they have been relatively few in number” (Bengtson: 
2000, p.45). Rightly as an ancient Chinese saying describes “it is seldom that a man lives to 
be seventy years old” (人生七十古来稀, ren sheng qi shi gu lai xi). Here, I would like to 
add a fourth reason: the status of the elderly in the family and society is always related to the 
power structure; Confucianism thrived in ancient time and was the cultural and political 
product of agrarian society, in which the experience or knowledge that the elderly own was 
crucial for survival, and that was why the senior could control the family.  
However, aging population and the percentage of the aged has increased quickly in the 
post-reform context. The Chinese government emphasizes, “there are elderly people in every 
                                               
1子由问孝。子曰：今之孝者，是谓能养，至于犬马皆能有养，不敬何以別乎？ 
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family, and every one of us will become old” (人人都会老，家家有老人, ren ren du hui lao, 
jia jia you lao ren). Seventy years old is not a rare age (古来稀, gu lai xi) anymore. Life 
expectancy at birth in China is more than 70 years in this century. In landless rural villages, 
vanishing agricultural activities totally change the original division of labor within the family; 
family collective farming is replaced by individual-based, waged work from non-agricultural 
sector outside of the family. Men and women take some different social and family roles from 
in the past; the improvement of women’s economic status uplifts their status in the family as 
well as in society; and patriarchal ideology is recognized as conservative and gender 
discriminatory. Studies show that modernization which consists of urbanization, 
industrialization and the increase in non-agricultural labor contributes to the rise of the youth 
culture and the youth preference; correspondently, the elderly are devalued. Modernization 
theory suggests that the high status of the elderly in traditional society declines with 
industrialization. If I use the above four points to analyze the motivation of the children 
showing filial piety, the only remaining element may be the still dominant patri-lineal rather 
than patriarchal family structure.  
Durkheim viewed the growth of individualism in organic solidarity as an inevitable result 
of the increasing division of labor, and this individualism can only develop at the expense of 
the common values, morality, beliefs, and normative rules of society. Under the communist 
party control, the Chinese government has organized campaigns against traditional culture as 
eradicating the remaining evils of feudalism, such as “down with Confucianism”. Thus a 
point is whether industrialization and urbanization have resulted in weakening of already 
feeble Confucian filial piety and strengthening of individualism as having happened in other 
Eastern societies; the decline of the elderly’s role within the family and in society and the rise 
of the youth preference after communist controlling over a half century. Marx (1964, p.51) 
viewed that “relations of production appropriate to a given stage in the development of their 
material forces of production. The totality of these relations of production constitutes the 
economic structure of society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political 
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superstructure of society and to which correspond definite forms of consciousness”. Cultural 
lag theory suggests the tendency of symbolic culture to change more slowly than material 
culture, there is a gap between the technical development and culture, moral sections of the 
society (Ogburn, 1922). Therefore, there are two possible attitudes towards the elderly in 
contemporary China: either experience dramatic decline due to the economic development 
and sociocultural change, or still keep some elements of the traditional pattern due to the 
culture lag.  
IV：Social Network of the Rural Elderly—Traditional VS Modern 
Family is the fundamental ties to bind people to one another and the primary institution 
responsible for protecting its members. This is the place where individuals are socialized and 
connected, obtaining and providing resources. To many sinologists, family is the key to 
understanding Chinese society. Lin Yutang (1939: p.168) once stated “among the cultural 
forces making for racial stability must be counted first of all the Chinese family system, 
which was so well-defined and organized as to make it impossible for a man to forget where 
his lineage belonged”. A basic understanding is that traditional Chinese support networks of 
the elderly were based on their patriarchal lineage and kinship connections, providing support 
was a pre-condition for the younger to show Xiao to their parents.  
However, the form, structure, and function of the family have varied over a long historical 
period from one culture to another over time (Cho & Yada ed., 1994). The nature of ties to 
connect people together has changed in profound ways due to the modernization process. And 
scholars from western society have always been speculating about whether/how Chinese 
family has changed after fifty years of communist control. Such change may cause the 
diversity of relationship among generations, even moral system in a particular cultural setting.  
1. Traditional Chinese Family Network: Fei Xiao-tong VS Francis Hsu VS 
Hugh Baker  
 
Fei Xiao-tong was an outstanding Chinese anthropologist who is noted in the western 
world for the study of traditional Chinese society and network. In the book From the Soil, the 
Foundations of Chinese Society, he created “differential mode of association” (差序格局, cha 
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xu ge ju) to indicate that Chinese social relations worked through personal networks with the 
ego at the center and decreasing closeness as one moved out. By contrast, he described 
western society as “organization mode of association” (团结格局，tuan jie ge ju). And he 
argued that these principles provided the structural framework for social action, “they are 
intuitive and taken for granted, they are deeply embedded in people’s worldviews, as well as 
in the society that people re-create everyday” (1992: p.19). Fei regarded that Chinese 
networks woven by marriage and reproduction could be extended to embrace countless 
numbers of people—in the past, present, and future. He (1992: p. 22) thought that “Chinese 
networks have no explicit boundaries. Individuals do not sign up for the membership in 
networks, as they might for a western style organization. They cannot enter and exit close 
social ties. Those ties are preset”. Overlapping networks of people linked together through 
differentially categorized social relationships. In Fei’s opinion, that Chinese society is not 
group oriented, but centered on the individual and is “built from networks created from 
relational ties linking the self with discrete categories of other individuals (1992: p.24). The 
moral basis of such network is Lun (伦) and Gang (纲), which are defined in terms of a 
dyadic social tie (1992: p.21).  
“Differential mode of association” as the principle of Chinese social organization came 
from Fei’s empirical fieldwork, which was based on traditional and fundamental agricultural 
society, and used to conceptualize Chinese social structure and relationship. This mode 
emphasizes different moral demands on specific environment. Over decades, the mode has 
attracted many scholars. Harrell (1993: p.4) criticizes that, “Fei was not denying the 
importance of kin relations in Chinese society. Like just about every other analyst before and 
since, he considered kinship to be of central importance. But kinship was not about groups; it 
was about networks of relationships organized around status differences and status orderings 
(cha xu)”. In a review, Guldin (1994, pp262-263) has the follow view: Cha Xu Ge Ju was 
basically network theory applied to Chinese social life; Fei declared that Chinese were not, 
contrary to our misperceptions, group-oriented, but instead were individual-centered. Guldin 
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thought that the model lacks a clear grasp of how networks work; and Fei mistakenly assumed 
that they were a unique feature of Chinese society. As Kate Zhou gives such comment (1995, 
pp. 1156-1157), Fei was Eurocentric in every respect, “Fei regards the ‘Western’ mode of 
social organization as the ideal pattern and attributes Chinese problems to lack of ‘Western’ 
organization principles.” 
  Francis Hsu (1963) used content analysis to complement structural analysis, “some facts 
of social organization which just cannot be revealed by a purely structural analysis” (1963: 
p.27), and put forward “situation-centered” to analyze Chinese society, defined it as 
“characterized by ties which permanently unite closely related human beings in the family 
and clan. Within this basic human constellation the individual is conditioned to seek mutual 
dependence…the central core of Chinese ethics is filial piety, which defines the complex of 
duties, obligations, and attitudes on the part of Children (sons) toward their fathers and 
mothers. Since the kinship structure, no matter how widely extended, is built on expanded 
consanguine and affinal relationships, represented in the parent-child triad, all members in it 
are either at the receiving or the giving end of a human network of mutual dependence” (1963, 
pp.1-2) He argued that the principal effect of the Chinese pattern on the individual was 
cohesiveness or a centripetal tendency among fellow men. Since the individual’s first social 
group was the family, the centripetal outlook of the Chinese could be expected to lead him 
into a desire to remain within the family, and outside it, to keep within the boundaries of its 
immediate and direct extension—the clan—and not stray much farther beyond.  
   Baker (1979) used a principle: generation-age-sex to analyze Chinese hierarchical 
structure of traditional kinship system. He pointed out that anyone should know precisely 
where he/she stood in the family by referring to this principle. In such system, socialization 
and placement were interrelated. He thought that generation was clearly superior to age, but it 
was not clear that age was superior to sex. Male elder of senior generation would be the head 
who had a great power over other family members, and control family resources. Essentially, 
the elderly possessed knowledge and experience that were crucial for survival in traditional 
agricultural society. The ideological foundation of familial authority was Confucianism which 
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stressed hierarchy and harmony, following by appropriate behavior defined in the 
relationships of father-son, husband-wife, and older brother-younger brother. Individuals 
belonged to families; individual should put family higher than himself/herself. Baker also put 
forward the concepts of ‘nominal authority and real authority of family’. He said that real 
authority might pass to a more able younger member in the family; usually a men with wealth, 
education or political ability. On the other hand, the senior man possessed the nominal 
authority, which remained particularly important in the ritual sphere.  
All the above three scholars’ studies are associated with the traditional Chinese society, 
deal primarily with family and kinship relations from the different perspectives and each has 
advantages in analyzing Chinese traditional patriarchal family system and the 
interdependence among people. The starting point of Fei’s “differential mode of association” 
is ego by using functional analysis and comparative methods. More than sixty years have 
passed from the time it first appeared, this mode is too simple and some ambiguity to 
illustrate one’s rights and obligations in such network, such as parents-children (son) 
relationship. Hsu focuses “situation-centered” to analyze Chinese family and kinship relations 
by using content analysis method as the complement to structural analysis. Unlike Fei’s 
argument, he stresses “parent-child triad” relationship as the foundation to analyze kinship 
structure. Baker creates “generation-age-sex” to analyze structure and function of Chinese 
family and kinship. The morality common ground of these theories is all from Confucianism 
and its supporting family relationship.  
Tu Weiming (2000) suggests that “the Confucian tradition, having been marginalized as a 
distant echo of the feudal past, is forever severed from its imperial institutional base, but it has 
kept its grounding in an agriculture-based economy, family-centered social structure, and 
paternalistic polity that are reconfigured in a new constellation”. Compared with the above 
three scholars’ studies, he addresses the change of family in contemporary society, and these 
studies can be regarded as culture model,  giving a deep understanding of the Chinese family 
in the traditional social context. The precondition of these studies is that that they consider the 
Chinese family to be based on extended intergenerational family structure.  
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2. Talcott Parsons’ “Onion Principle” VS Fei Xiao-tong “Differential Mode of 
Association’  
 
It is perhaps strange at first sight that I put Talcott Parsons here, whose work did not 
focus on Chinese society, but American society in the 1940s. As a sociologist famous for 
structural functionalism, he placed family in the larger social structure background, and tried 
to fill the gap between macro level social structure and micro family kinship. Parsons (1949: 
p.182) used “onion principle” to study American family from a functionalist perspective, 
which implied proportionately increasing distance within each circle of linked conjugal 
families. He claimed that the American kinship system was structured on this principle; and 
made a differentiation between ‘family of orientation’ and ‘family of procreation’. The 
individual was the core and each layer includes family or kin at increasing genealogical 
distance. The first layer was the nuclear family of the individual’s spouse and children. The 
next layer included the individual’s parents and siblings and his/her spouse’s parents and 
siblings. The third layer included grandparents, uncles, and aunts. Parsons argued that the 
separation between layers illustrated the structural isolation of the nuclear family, and such 
isolation was caused by modern, marriage. Parsons tried to fill the gap between macro level 
social structure and micro family kinship, but his analysis is structural-functional oriented.  
Although the starting point of both Fei and Parson’s study is “ego”, the networks of these 
two “ego” and their functions are different. As a mode of analyzing traditional Chinese 
society, ego in Fei’s study is in the web based on ‘parents-child’ core triad relationship, 
especially father-son relationship; woman is regarded as subordinate of man. For ego, his first 
kinship loyalty must be unequivocally to his parents. Different ranked categories of social 
connections and dependence which is usually patriarchal preference are necessary and 
inevitable. Parsons analyzes the family relationship in a modern western society; such mode is 
based on conjugal relationship, and highlights the status of nuclear family which is economic 
unit and basic economic income comes from husband’s occupational status, but not from their 
parents. Gender equality is stressed. In such society, self-independence and individualism are 
valued. The first kinship loyalty of ego is to his spouse and then to their children. In his 
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analysis, American family is described as a nuclear living unit of married parents and their 
unmarried young children. Husband acts as breadwinner, while wife stays at home, and each 
nuclear family is structurally segregated. The bonds and boundaries between parents’ family 
or siblings’ family and ego’s family are clear.  
Here I need to consider the possibility of using Parsons’s mode in the contemporary 
Chinese rural family analysis. Parsons’s “onion principle” was first put forward in 1940s, and 
‘family of procreation’ in his argument is traditional nuclear family in western society. 
However, today’s American society is quite different from the time of Parson’s argument. 
The premise of using such a principle includes: nuclear family living arrangement which 
stress as conjugal relationship, economic independence of nuclear family in modern society, 
labor division between couple within such family. As analyzed above, in contemporary China, 
nuclear family living arrangement is the dominant pattern both in urban and rural areas, 
especially in southeast coastal regions. The pre-conditions of shifting from parent-child 
relationship to conjugal relationship within the family is the increasing division of labor in 
modern society; individualism which may be developed at the expense of the common values, 
morality, beliefs, and normative rules of traditional society; marriage patterns from arranged 
to free choice marriage; and the growth of economic activity of women, manifested as they 
increasingly participate in the paid labor force and economic independence of adult children. 
Judd (1994) argues that the nuclear household gives many women the best chance of escaping 
from the wider patriarchy of male-dominated structures beyond the household. Thus, the third 
premise might not work well in rural China. If the premises exist, personal network of China 
at present is in contrast to in the past. However, there are still some doubts: whether the 
Chinese family is totally focused on conjugal relationship, patriarchal kinship relations may 
be still predominant, elderly parents might still have the power to control their adult 
children’s economy, and cultural continuity might still strongly support parents-child 
relationship. Based on the above analysis, although the contemporary situation  is partly 
similar that of the USA in 1940s, they still have some fundamental differences. Therefore, the 
principle of Parsons’ mode might need to be modified in the Chinese context. 
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3.  Modernization and Aging Theory 
      In the early 1970s, Cowgill and Holmes brought forward modernization and aging theory. 
He (1972: p.7) addresses that ‘the concept of old itself appears to be relative to the degree of 
modernization”. The theory put modernization as the social background, as a scholar 
comments that, “the key element in the social and cultural context which affects the aged he 
calls ‘modernization’, defined as the level of technology, degree of urbanization, rate of social 
change, and degree of westernization of a society”(Shanas, 1972). Cowgill tries to provide a 
universal theory, suitable for both industrialized and developing countries, on how 
modernization affects the aged population and old age support.  
     From a demographic view, the theory predicts that the proportion of the old people 
increases and life expectancy of females is higher than males. Nuclear family pervades, but its 
role in providing kinds of support to elders weakens. From both a macro societal view and 
micro family view, Cowgill (1972; p.7) compares the status of the elderly and the function of 
family in the different social stages, and postulates that “the status of the aged is inversely 
proportional to the rate of social change”, which implies that the traditional high status 
accorded the aged tends to decline under modernization.  
     However, modernization and aging theory is a serial hypotheses rather than a theory. There 
is not enough empirical support to defend it. Since the theory emerged, it has received a lot of 
criticism, mostly through questioning its “universality” of the theory. Olson (1988, p.242) 
points out that “as with all theories, modernization theory has its critics who challenge its 
universality, who dismiss it as too simplistic to deal with the immense complexity of 
industrializing societies, or who see it as too limited in scope”.  Like a earlier aging theory—
disengagement theory, modernization and aging theory is influenced by functionalism. And it 
downplays cultural and social context of a particular society.  
4.  Other Researches on the Elderly Support in China   
Yan Yun-Xiang in his book Private Life under Socialism put forward the “corporate 
model” in studying Chinese family in contemporary China, which sees the family primarily as 
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an economic entity composed of rational, self-interested members. He points out, “according 
to this approach, the Chinese family is an organization characterized by a common budget, 
shared property, and a household economy that relies on a strict pooling of income. A key 
feature of the Chinese family is its flexibility and entrepreneurial ability to make the best of 
both family resources (capital and labor) and outside opportunities in larger social settings” 
(Yan, 2003: p. 3). This model emphasizes the economic function of family as economic unit 
which is counted on household. Unlike family economy, household economy, if based on 
Chinese reality is likely to be nuclear family economy in most cases.  
It is said that urban and rural elders have a different support system. Family is the most 
important source for the elderly to get support in rural China, while social support is as 
important as family support in urban China. Some scholars study cultural value transition and 
elderly support system, Yao Yuan (2001) claims that the culture is weakening in supporting 
for the elderly in China. Some scholars focus on the potential support for the elderly from the 
family members and intergenerational relationship (Wang & Xia, 2001). Most scholars admit 
that family support is still an important support to the elders both in rural and urban areas. As 
mentioned in the previous section, recent literature has stressed family changes in 
contemporary China. In general, scholars admit family support system is facing a great 
challenge in maintaining capacity to perform its supporting function nowadays, considering 
the continued demographic transition and social transformation in China. They all admit that 
social security is needed to support the elderly at least economically, and agree that living 
arrangement is a significant factor to influence elderly support from family members; and 
suggest that efforts should be made to extend the coverage of the basic social security system 
to all elderly both in rural and urban area. Other factors like age, gender, marital status, 
number of children are also important in aging support. Most of them try to give policy 
suggestions to make the transition from family support for the elderly to social support (Ge & 
Shu, 2001 Yao, 2001; Sun, 2002; Yan, 2006). Some scholars focus on the macro level while 
some focus on the micro level. “Old age support will face problems not only at the macro 
level but also at the micro level, and not only in economic and financial terms but also in 
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terms of physical and emotional support” (Yan, 2006). Furthermore, they all agree that 
currently intra-family supports and transfers do not all work to the benefit of the elderly. 
There is considerable evidence that older people contribute significantly to the well-being of 
younger family members, both through sharing accommodation (often owned by the elderly ) 
and through direct provision of cash gifts to younger family members.  
Social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) is a representative economic model to interpret 
intergenerational relationship. It assumes that people constantly evaluate their relationships, 
based on the comparability of their support exchanges. People prefer balanced support, for 
example, they give support with the expectation of receiving something in return at some time. 
Once a return is received, the balance of the relationship is restored. In accordance with the 
theory, with the expectation of receiving support from children in the later years, the aged 
parents invest as far as possible in financial or other kinds of support to their children. 
“People are more willing to help someone if they have received help from that person in the 
past” (Cheal, 2002: p.126). In the intergenerational relationship research, the theory involves 
these issues: 1. To what extent can the theory interpret intergenerational relationship, can 
generational relations be interpreted as rational choice? 2. The direction of exchange; is it 
reciprocity, or one-way obligation? 3. Whether the exchange can be time-delayed and 
extended to a lifelong period; and what forms of resources the exchange can be marked by; 4. 
the challenge of intergenerational exchange, such as longer-life expectancy, great diversity of 
family forms.   
However, there are misunderstandings and difficulties in Chinese academic circles in 
doing aging study:  
· A very common understanding in Chinese academic circles about the elderly in 
today’s China is that the aged are a burden to the nation. Some scholars stress that 
this is a very serious issue, especially to the nation’s finances. It might be difficult for 
Chinese scholars to raise an objection under the socialist ideology; and in domestic 
academic journals, an objective voice is seldom heard. Scholars place too much stress 
on the old age dependency ratio, and the burden on the nation’s economy. In 
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developed countries where social welfare is well established, elderly people draw 
pension and make more demands on the country’s health and social services systems. 
But in China, the financial budget for the elderly is limited; most of the rural elderly 
can not get any official support. Furthermore, although the number of the aging 
population of China ranks the first in the world, the ratio of aging is only at the 
beginning of the aging trend, even not very high compared to many other countries in 
the developing world. How can we say the aged are the heavier burden of the nation? 
Given that in most conditions, they work till death, especially rural elders, how can 
they be said to be a heavy burden on society? Also, a question emerges: is aging or 
the elderly constructed as a social problem or social fact? If constructed as a social 
problem, it is not easy for any scholar to keep a neutral attitude toward this issue.  
· The aged is a part of the total population. When researcher focuses on aging research; 
he /she can not simply stress the importance of the aged. They are members of their 
families and the society; and they interact with others and provide/ obtain support. 
We need to study from the different age groups’ perspectives to get an overall view. 
How do the aged think about themselves, how do the younger generations understand 
them? How do they interact with each other? How about the intergenerational 
relationship within the family and in society? For example, children of the elderly are 
diverse, their age ranges from 10s to 60s even 70s, they grow up in different cultural 
background, and different economic and social statuses. Unlike in the past, today’s 
children have to support four elderly, their parents and parents-in-law, their roles are 
more complex than in the past. But the importance is that who weigh heavier in their 
minds, their parents or parents-in-law?  Perhaps we need to examine the bargaining 
power between husband and wife, and their attitudes to their parents of both sides.  
Based on the analysis above, a general hypothesis emerges: support networks of the 
landless rural elderly in China have been changing due to modernization and urbanization. 
And I generalize two questions about the support network of the elderly:  
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1. There are two types of relationship with family: parent-child relationship and 
conjugal relationship. Traditional culture emphasizes parent-child triangle 
relationship; while some studies show that the younger people currently pay more 
attention to conjugal relations. As analyzed above, either macro society or 
microcosmic family is undergoing dramatic change; family size is shrinking and 
living arrangements have different characteristics from in the past. However, in 
my opinion, it may not be a proper way to use the dichotomous division of family 
type to define today’s rural family in China. It might be better to differentiate 
which type of family relationship is more important, and whether / how the change 
of living arrangement affects parent-children relations, or does it still follow the 
tradition or has changed. If I put ‘ego’ at the centre of network, which relationship 
is put at the first place: parents-child relationship or conjugal relationship? Further,  
2. There are two types of parents-child relationship to manifest generational relations: 
aged parents and their middle-aged adult child, middle-aged child and his/her 
young child. If people emphasize the second type of relationship, this parents-child 
triangular relationship is featured as downward relations rather than upward 
relations.  
3. A further question arises: how to understand familism in today’s China? Familism 
places the family interests ahead of individuals’. If nuclear family rather than 
extended family is the social and economic action unit, and if conjugal and 
parents-children relationship within a nuclear family is emphasized, familism in 
contemporary society is on a different scale from the past, perhaps in the form of 
nuclear-familism.  
4. Traditional Chinese patriarchal family focuses on parents-son relationship, while it 
neglects parents-daughter relationship. A son has greater filial obligations to his 
parents, while a married daughter is regarded as in-law’s family member and takes 
her duty towards her parents-in-law. Since so many changes have happened in the 
society and within family, such as women’s improved status, and the one-child 
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policy, does a married daughter step into her parents’ support network? Who is the 
important node in the support network, son or daughter? Or do both of them share 
such obligation today?   
In the following chapters, I try to answer the above questions based on the fieldwork and 
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Chapter Three     Research Design: from Abstract to Detail 
 
 
   I: Network Analysis—Approach of Studying Elderly’s Support System 
When I applied for PhD study, my thesis title initially was “social support and family 
support of the rural elderly in China”; that is, I planed to focus on studying support system of 
the elderly. I did a pilot, small scale fieldwork in several rural villages in Jiangsu province in 
the summer of 2005; this experience gave me a good understanding of rural village life and 
helped me to modify the further research proposal. At the same time, I found perhaps I could 
study the topic from a different perspective. During the first year in NUS, reviewing literature, 
getting suggestions from my supervisor, and discussing with other professors, I found that 
social network should replace familial and social support as the study emphasis. This was 
because ‘social support’ was understood differently between Western and Chinese societies. 
In the Chinese context, it usually refers to support coming from society outside the family, 
from government or other social institutions.    
Social network is a bounded set of individuals linked by the exchange of material or 
emotional resources, everything from money to friendship. The patterns of exchange 
determine the boundaries of the network. Members exchange resources more frequently with 
each other than with non-members (Brym, 2007: p.157). Both domestic and overseas’ 
scholars have paid high attention to interpersonal connection of China. Fei Xiaotong used 
‘differential mode of association’ (差序格局) to indicate that Chinese social relations worked 
through personal networks with the ego at the center and decreased closeness as one moves 
out. A general understanding is that Guanxi (social relation, 关系) is a central concept in 
Chinese society; everyone is linked with others in complicated networks to receive or provide 
kinds of resource. Social network properly embodies this relation; and provides an 
opportunity to examine how formal or informal connections are formed and maintained in 
Chinese society, and how individuals interact with others in networks. It is a cornerstone for 
understanding the elderly’s support system and well-being, studying the elders and significant 
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others in their networks, understanding intergenerational relations within and outside the 
family. Network nodes can be their family members, neighbors; formal institutions as 
government, NGO or other organization, but these nodes may weight differently. At this point, 
I transmute ‘social support and family’ study into network analysis.  
Network analysis has been developing for several decades. In fact, different disciplines 
study networks differently. From a sociological perspective, network analysis can be viewed 
as a subtype within the general framework of structural sociology (Wellman 1988: pp.171-
200), which could be traced back to Simmel who studied dyads and triads. The primary tenet 
of network analysis is that the structure of social relations determines the content of those 
relations. However, the structural sociology and network analysis have been limited by their 
inability to handle the cultural content of social action as well as by their underdeveloped 
conception of human agency (Mizruchi, 1994: pp.329-343). Scholar generalize that 
“sociological network analysis is evolving in two directions: the first is toward a broad 
‘structuralism’ that uses network analytic concepts and techniques to deal more powerfully 
with the same substantive research questions preoccupying most sociologists. The second is 
toward a more specialized “formalism” that concentrates on mathematically describing 
network patterns (Gottlieb, 1981: p.178; Holland & Leinhardt, 1979). “Two broad approaches 
are used in network analysis. The first approach is egocentric or personal networks. The 
second network approach studied the entire network saturation method. (Hall & Wellman, 
1985; Cross & Lin, 2006: p. 112)  
Whatever the definition of social network, its study ranges widely, from ties among nodes 
(actors), composition and size, to network density and other aspects. By using network 
analysis, I may transcend some limitations of support system study and make the research 
more powerful. Network analysis avoids the simple support/nonsupport or family/social 
support dichotomous division, but sees through it to perceive the network, such as I can do a 
comparison between nodes to find which one is more important, which tie is stronger . The 
study focuses on personal network. From a functional aspect, I would like to examine tangible 
and intangible resources flow in the network; and from a structural aspect, I would like to 
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explore the structure of support network, composition and size, the roles of different nodes. I 
also would like to study how individuals interact with others in networks, and how 
interpersonal relations within networks affect what resources the elders obtain from others. A 
possibility also needs to be considered: that is, some of these ties are not necessarily 
supportive.  
From adult children’s perspective, with the quick industrialization and urbanization in 
some regions, landlessness in rural areas is accelerated. More and more young people engage 
in non-agricultural occupations in local places or urban cities as migrant workers. This 
process of migration and urbanization may have resulted in different life style and moral 
values from farmers; but their elderly parents have some difficulty to keep up with them. The 
features of such jobs may affect interaction patterns among individuals. Does this change 
disturb the closeness among generations and the functions of the family support network 
which are related to the aged people’s well-being? From the elderly’s perspective, a general 
hypothesis is that the support networks of the elderly are changing in landless rural villages as 
discussed in the previous chapter; and they might have less power to maintain the networks.  
Which are weak or strong ties? Traditionally, a son is regarded as the strong tie in the old 
age support, while a married daughter is counted as a member of in-law’s family. What about 
the gender difference in parental support in contemporary rural villages? To narrow the 
question down to landless villages, it is said that the social security system is gradually being 
built up to replace family economic support; but on the other hand, family support has existed 
for thousands of years, and some scholars believe that it still works in rural China to some 
extent. If so, can elders obtain enough resources from both personal and public nodes? Does 
the enhancement of public support weakens family ties which are normally regarded as  
strong ties? In addition, network analysis also links informal local community in two ways: 
first, what kind of local environment helps maintain the integrity of family and increases the 
available level of family support to the elders? Second, what kind of connections among 
neighbors and what kind of resources are available to the elders at the neighborhood level?  
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Further, I have to be concerned with the relationship between social network and support 
network. As mentioned above, my thesis topic is “support network of the landless rural 
elderly”. However, nodes in social networks of the elderly are not necessarily “supportive”. In 
the study, I regard the support network as a type of social network in which supportive ties are 
taken into account. Such support might be in the form of economic or emotional, or other 
forms, but different ties (supportive or unsupportive) are both considered. Figure 3.1 shows 
the steps from research problem to thesis topic development.  





                                
                                        
 
 








II:  Deduction or Induction 
Generally speaking, there are two research approaches in building theory: deductive and 
inductive approaches. The deductive approach begins with abstract thinking; and logically 
connects the ideas in theories to concrete evidence, then tests these ideas, proving or rejecting 
the original premises. Usually, it starts with establishing a proposition based on theory(ies) or 
others’ research(es), then develops hypotheses, conducts measurements on their own data or 
other existing data and analyzes to verify those hypotheses. By contrast, inductive approach 
begins with particular facts or empirical fieldwork. On the basis of the evidence, scholars 
Support networks of the rural elderly in landless rural villages 
Support Networks of the Rural Elderly in China 
Support networks of the rural elderly in landless villages in Jiangsu Province  
Support networks of the rural elderly in two landless villages in Jiangsu Province  
Support system of the Rural Elderly in China 
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interpret, generalize and build toward increasingly abstract ideas. Grounded theory is an 
example which follows this way. It begins with social reality, collecting qualitative or 
quantitative data and doing analyses; extracting hypotheses/ideas and formulating 
propositions. It can be traced as bottom-up studies, while the deductive approach can be 
regarded as top-down. Blau regards these bottom-up and top-down approaches as the path 
from the social struggle to the academy and the path from the academy to the larger social 
struggle respectively (Blau: 2006, p.71). Figure 3.2 presents details of these two approaches. 









This study is designed from social reality— starting from the fieldwork and proceeding to 
generalization. I concentrate the study on the two landless rural villages, and try to gain some 
general understanding of the landless rural elderly in China at large. In fact, there have 
already been many contributions on the study of aging support; and I can gain knowledge 
them. But landless rural elderly is a new issue in post-reform Chinese. I use the inductive 
approach in the research. However, according to my understanding, this approach has 
limitations in creating an acceptable theory from individual study; it might be too simplistic 
and cannot be applied in other circumstances as “non-normal theory”. Therefore, I combine 
the deductive approach to complement its weakness in my study, gaining ideas, concepts or 
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Figure 3.3     Inductive Approach Complemented by Deductive Approach  








A further point to be considered is “the great tradition” and “the little tradition”, which is 
also related to the above discussion. This methodological approach to study peasant culture is 
outlined by Redfield in his book Peasant Society and Culture. He employed these two 
concepts to discuss half-culture peasant society:  
 “In a civilization there is a great tradition of the reflective few, and there is a 
little tradition of the largely unreflective many. The great tradition is cultivated 
in schools or temples; the little tradition works itself out and keeps itself going 
in the lives of the unlettered in their village communities. The tradition of the 
philosopher, theologian, and literary man is a tradition consciously cultivated 
and handed down; that of the little people is for the most part taken for granted 
and not submitted to much scrutiny or considered refinement and 
improvement.” (Redfield: 1956; p. 70)  
 
According to Redfield, peasant society is not autonomous but an aspect of a civilization. 
The social dimensions of these two traditions are the great community and little community, 
and these two traditions are interdependent, and have long affected each other and continue to 
do so. Redfield (1956: p.71) argued that, “great and little tradition can be thought of as two 
currents of thought and action; distinguishable, yet ever flowing into and out of each other. 
He regarded a peasant society as a half society, which was subdivided into local communities 
that exist in relatively demographic, economic and cultural independence. According to my 
understanding, the relation between these two different traditions is that the great tradition 
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likes the abstraction and the concentrated social reality; while the small rural village is vivid, 
specific, detailed, and keeps some specific cultural elements, but reflects the wider society at 
the grassroots level to a degree. This approach provides some new ideas of understanding 
particular culture in little communities. Obeyesekere (1963, p. 139) criticized, “Redfield 
assumes that any peasant culture is a composite structure consisting of a great and little 
tradition, whereas it is doubtful whether the great tradition is in fact institutionalized in that 
manner in the little community.  
III: Study Methods  
1. Qualitative or Quantitative?  
Neuman (2002: p.139) views that “qualitative and quantitative researches are two major 
approaches in social sciences. They are different in many ways, but they complement each 
other. In fact, each approach has its strengths and limitations. He argues that these two 
approaches have three distinctions:  
First, the two styles involve a difference in timing. “Quantitative researchers think about 
variables and convert them into specific actions during a planning stage that occurs before and 
separate from gathering or analyzing data. Measurement for qualitative researchers occurs in 
the data collecting process” (Neuman, p.171). 
Second is the data itself. “Quantitative researcher moves from abstract ideas, or variables, 
to specific data collection techniques to precise numerical information produced by the 
techniques. The numerical information is an empirical representation of the abstract ideas”, 
while “the qualitative researcher does not convert all observation into a single, common 
medium such as numbers. Instead, he or she develops many flexible, ongoing processes to 
measure that leaves the data in various shapes, sizes and forms” (Neuman, p.171).  
Third is how the two approaches make the linkage between data and concept. 
“Quantitative researchers contemplate and reflect on concepts before they gather any data. 
They construct measurement techniques that bridge concepts and data”; “qualitative 
researchers also reflect on ideas before data collection, but they develop many, if not most, of 
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their concepts during data collection. They bridge ideas and data through the type of 
continuing, interactive process” (Neuman, p.171). Survey is the most popular method of 
quantitative approach, while interviews and observations are popularly used by qualitative 
researchers.  
In fact, an appropriate approach is primarily determined by the study questions rather than 
other reasons. Support network has the feature of being unseen and unstable which is closely 
associated with people’s personal live, and cannot be studied merely by converting it into 
quantitative measures. And there are some specific characteristics of the rural elderly in the 
Chinese context: they usually have very low education level, more than half of them are 
illiterate or semi-illiterate; but they have plenty of time and like to talk with acquaintances 
about their life history and their families. Thus, I focus my energy on qualitative approach, I 
did observation, in-depth interview, and group discussion with the elders in the research sites. 
In addition, I also used small scale survey to study the adult children to explore how they 
think about the support networks of their aged parents. Thus, qualitative methods are mainly 
used while quantitative survey is applied as supplementary. The details of qualitative and 
quantitative designs will be illustrated next.  
2. Comparative Study Method  
In order to get an in-depth understanding of how/whether support networks of the landless 
elderly in post-reform China are changing, I need to concentrate on a much longer period 
beyond the post-reform context to get the answer. In the study, two levels of comparison are 
applied: historical comparative and contemporary comparative study. Historical comparison 
studies past events through indirect ways, like archival data, or other secondary sources. In 
order to examine support system of the elderly across traditional and contemporary social 
stages, and whether Confucian filial piety support network still exists in post-reform scenario, 
this type of comparison is employed. Meanwhile, I use horizontal comparative analysis on the 
two landless villages to find similarity and difference across regions, and try to generalize at 
the macro level to a certain degree.  
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3. Two Perspectives  
Two perspectives are applied in the study: that of the elderly and that of their adult 
children, which help to make up for the weakness of a single perspective. A general 
hypothesis addressed in applying the two perspectives is that the aged parents and their adult 
children have different motivation and behavior about the old-age support network due to 
their different life experiences. In fact, old age support is not simply the elders’ businesses, it 
reveals interdependence and inter/intra generational relationships within and outside the 
family. By addressing from both sides, a more complex and complete picture of the elderly 
support system emerges: how the elders and their children think about elders, the aging 
process, and old-age support can be understood respectively. From adult children’s 
perspective, although every child is expected to be positive/active in his/her parents’ support 
network, the reality might show a different illustration. In the fieldwork sites, more than half 
of the adult children are 40 years old or over, and nearly half of them have grandchildren. 
How do they understand their immediate old-age future?  
IV: Study Sites Selection  
China is a geographically large country, with a growing diversity among regions in a 
remarkable social transformation era. In accordance with socioeconomic development levels 
and geographic divisions, the nation is divided into three zones: the east coast, middle and 
western regions. The eastern coastal region is much wealthier than the other two regions. For 
the purpose of the study, I focus on the landless rural elderly in post-reform context, as 
discussed in the previous chapters. I remember a scholar once said that doing fieldwork 
should be like going fishing where there were some fish. Fieldwork site selection is not only 
according to the study object and interests, but also based on the availability of relative 
resources.  
Fieldwork is based on an idea of knowledge as situated in space. To carry out fieldwork is 
to recognize that relevant knowledge is located in a certain place, somewhere outside the 
walls of your office or library (Heimer & Thogersen, 2006: p.42). From the methodological 
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aspect, unlike general fieldwork approach, one/several field site(s) approach has some unique 
feature. The first problem is language. There are an abundance of dialects in China, and even 
people from the same province might not understand each other. This particularly happens in 
South China. Being a native Jiangsunese and brought up in this region, I can understand 
different dialects within the province. This provides me some flexibility in choosing 
fieldwork sites. The second is how to gain access to fieldwork sites. Usually, the researcher 
has obtained authorization from government before the fieldwork. But this does not mean 
he/she can access a fieldwork site well; he/she also needs to get the permission from door-
keepers, who are usually local cadres or powerful businessmen in rural villages, otherwise 
these door-keepers perfunctorily deal with you. Fortunately, with the help of the former 
students, I was readily able to get the permission from these door-keepers, and build a good 
relationship with them. Details of this process are explained in the final section.  
Jiangsu is a southeast coastal province. The Yangtze River divides it into two parts 
geographically, usually are called Su Nan (south of the Yangtze River, 苏南) and Su Bei 
(north of the Yangtze River, 苏北). A map of the province is provided as Map 3.1. In the past 
centuries, Jiangsu has been famous for its wealth, specifically in Su Nan. Since the economic 
reform launched in 1978, it has been a leading province for economic development, and is 
one of the provinces to “open to foreign investors” in the early 1980s. Its GDP per capita is 
among the highest in the nation. Table 3.1 presents in detail. However, within the province, 
unequal economic development levels exist between Su Nan and Su Bei, with Su Nan being 
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Table 3.1          Annual Per Capital Income of Urban and Rural Households (Yan)1 
Rural household Urban household 
Year 
Nation Jiangsu Nation Jiangsu 
1978 133.6 152 316 - 
1980 191.3 217.9 439.4 - 
1985 397.6 492.6 685.3 - 
1991 708.6 959.1 1,544 - 
1995 1,578 2,457 3,893 4,209 
2000 2,253 3,595 6,280 6,800 
2001 2,366 3,785 6,860 7,375 
2002 2,476 3,996 7,703 8,178 
2003 2,622 4,239 8,472 9,263 
2004 2,936 4,754 9,422 10,482 
Source: China population statistics yearbook, www.stats.gov.cn. 
 
As a wealthy region, the annual income of Jiangsu is higher than most other provinces. 
From Table 3.1, it can be seen that the annual income of rural and urban households in 
                                               
1 1 Yan ≈ 0.15 USD 
Jiangsu Province 
CHINA 
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Jiangsu has been much higher than the national level for decades, and the differences are 
particularly striking among rural households. In order to improve the well-being of the rural 
residents, several social security programs have recently been introduced in rural Jiangsu, 
especially for the seniors and disabled, such as the new cooperative health insurance, the old-
age insurance, the insurance for the compensation of farmland which is particularly designed 
for landless farmers. A common idea is that the better the socioeconomic condition of the 
region, the better the support the elderly can get from government; meanwhile the better the 
economic condition of the family, the better the support the elderly can get from their families.  
In general, there are several reasons for me to choose rural Jiangsu as my research setting. 
· Demographically, the percentage of aging population of Jiangsu is much higher than 
the national level, and the percentage is higher in rural areas than urban areas (See Table 
3.2). Although there are 56 ethnic groups in mainland China, Jiangsu is a province with 
an extraordinarily high percentage of Han Chinese, comprising more than 99% of its total 
population. Compared to other provinces, it is one of the provinces where the one-child 
policy has been strictly implemented both in urban and rural areas for decades. This 
fertility control policy combined with the process of modernization has dramatically 
impacted family structure and living arrangements of the elderly. How can a nuclear 
family in different living arrangements support the aged?  
 









2000 10.5% 12.6% - 13.9% 
2002 - 14.0% 12.5% 15.3% 
2003 - 15.9% 14.6% 17.4% 
2004 - 15.4% 14.5% 16.3% 
2005 - 15.4% 13.3% 18.0% 
2006 11.3% 15.6% 14.3% 17.4% 
2007 11.6% 16.4% 14.8% 18.9% 
Source: Jiangsu statistics yearbook, www.jssb.gov.cn; and China population statistics yearbook, 
www.stats.gov.cn. 
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· As already noted, the economic level of Jiangsu is among the highest in the nation, 
household income of the rural residents of Jiangsu is higher than in most other provinces. 
At the same time, the level of social security system is also higher based on official 
statistics. Being a socioeconomic leading province, a series of rural reforms have been put 
into practice on a trial basis, such as a new rural cooperative health insurance scheme and 
rural old-age pension scheme. Can these changes enhance the rural elders’ well-being and 
improve their support from the networks?  
· Regarded as the pioneering region of village and township enterprises, rural 
industrialization has developed for nearly three decades in Su Nan, and its economic 
model has become the leading example for other provinces. Rural Jiangsu has been 
affected deeply by rural industrialization and urbanization. Many farmers have lost 
farmland; the younger people have become wage-workers in local areas or cities. As a 
consequence, the once homogeneous farmer class broke up, and occupational structure in 
rural society has changed. Further, with the development of rural village/township 
enterprises, the collective economy of rural Jiangsu might have revived, which means 
villages possibly have the economic capability to provide certain welfare assistance to 
local residents including senior residents.  
· Growth of a new social group—with rapid industrialization and urbanization, many 
rural villages are becoming nominal villages, which have lost their original meaning—
farmland and farming. Some of the landless farmers have worked in manufacturing or 
service sectors for nearly thirty years; and some younger people (usually 30 years old or 
below) have never worked as farmers. I regard these landless farmers as a third social 
group; they are different from traditional farmers, but also distinct from urban residents. 
A special feature in the province is that rural-urban labor migration happens 
simultaneously with in-situ occupational change, but there are differences among 
generations. 
· In Jiangsu province, the socioeconomic gap between Su Nan and Su Bei is remarkable. 
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An old saying goes, “as there is paradise in heaven, there are Suzhou and Hangzhou on 
earth” (上有天堂，下有苏杭, shang you tian tang, xia you su hang). Suzhou(苏州) and 
Hangzhou(杭州) refer Yangtze delta area, including south Jiangsu and north Zhejiang 
(浙江) province. Foreign factories or other types of factory are concentrated in Rural Su 
Nan. Therefore, compared to Su Nan as a labor force importing region, Su Bei is famous 
for exporting labor force. Will the regional economic difference affect support networks 
of the elderly in different ways?  
However, as a part of rural China, rural Jiangsu also shares some characteristics with 
other provinces. Like other provinces, most of the rural elderly do not have old-age pension, 
not to mention other social welfare their urban counterparts have, and their living standard is 
much lower than that of urban counterparts.  
I conducted my fieldwork between July 2007 and January 2008. In early 2007, I 
contacted my former students from Nanjing Normal University (南京师范大学) to find 
sources to gain access to rural villages. Since the study only focused on the landless elderly 
farmers, the villages meeting the criteria to be chosen were relatively limited in number. In 
making the fieldwork plan, I only focused on such types of villages in the suburban area of 
small towns, and wanted to find how industrialization and urbanization affected the support 
system of the landless elders. In July 2007, with the help of my students, I visited several 
villages first meeting my requirements. Finally, I selected two from them: San Guanqiao and 
Qian Luoyang. The former is in Wujiang（吴江） county, Suzhou Municipality; and the 
latter is in Ganyu(赣榆) county, Lian Yugang(连云港) Municipality. Figure 3.5 shows the 
study sites in the province, and detail information of these two villages will be fully presented 
in the last section. And Map 3.2 presents how the two villages are selected.  
During fieldwork, I got in touch with the county and township officials, familiarized 
myself with local environments, read local documents, interviewed local cadres and doctors, 
visited local elders’ homes, Christian churches, Buddhist temples and residents’ families, did 
participant observation and took part in their activities, did in-depth interviews and organized 
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group discussions of the elders, and did a small scale survey of the elders’ adult children. 
Although in the original plan, I wanted to use audiotape in doing in-depth interviews, in 
practice, I found this was unworkable. Rural villagers, especially the elderly, are very 
sensitive about it.  
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In fact, it was quite difficult to find two villages which could be matched in each aspect, 
but there were some obvious similarities between these two villages. 
· Both are long-established natural villages coming from a few family lines, and 
residences are in clustered settlement.  
· Much of the cultivated land has been requisitioned by government or local authority, 
the villages have become suburban of towns.  
· For most local residents, their income sources are not mainly from the soil but from 
waged-work outside their families.  
· The percentage of the elderly in the two villages is higher than the national figure, 
even the provincial level, according to the first discussion with the local cadres.   
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· These two villages are ordinary rural villages which are different from “model 
villages” (示范村, shi fan cun). In China, the governments set up model villages for 
people to visit or do research, or as trial bases which serve as examples for others. 
Usually, residents in model villages are trained and will not tell the truth.  
· Rural-urban labor migration is a popular trend in China. However, in the two villages, 
especially in San Guanqiao, the middle-aged generation usually works in local places.  
V: The Study Targets and Main Concepts 
As stated, I will examine the support network of the rural elderly in the two landless 
villages in Jiangsu Province. In accordance with the study approach, the rural elderly are my 
core study targets, and their adult children are also the study objects. Several core concepts 
which need to be defined which emerge at the time of study design. They are support network, 
the rural elderly, adult children and the middle generation, the third generation, family, and 
the old age support. In the first section of the chapter, the definition of support network was 
given. The other terms are conceptualized below. As the majority data are in the qualitative 
form, concepts and definition come at the time of data analysis. Thus, modification of the 
definition may be made in the following chapters, and some new concepts may be emerged 
also. 
The rural elderly —developed countries have usually accepted the chronological age of 
65 years old as the definition of elderly, but many developing countries use 60 years old as 
the standard to define the elderly. Social definition in China of 60 years old plays a role in 
two ways: 1. it signifies the end of a life cycle based on the traditional philosophy of 60-year 
system cycles, and it is also the new beginning of a new life cycle. 2. it is the retiement age 
for urban citizens, and Chinese censuses use 60 years old as a marker for the elderly 
population. Therefore, I define people 60 years old and above as “elders”. In the study, the 
rural elderly are also confined as those who lived and registered in the local villages. In order 
to compare the age cohort difference, the elders are put into three categories: the young-old 
(60-69), old-old (70-79), and oldest-old (80+).  
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The adult children —are defined as those aged 18 and above who have elderly parents, 
regardless of their own marital status. A related concept is the middle generation, which 
means those who get married, and have both elderly parents and young children; who are in 
the middle level of their families and who are the sandwich generation.    
The third generation —is defined as the grandchildren of the elderly, and the children of 
the middle generation, whatever their age, marital status, or others. 
Family — in fact, it is rather difficult to define the Chinese family, despite the fact that 
the term is quite commonly used. A scholar argued, “the definitions of it relative link the 
social and cultural environments of people who think about families and who talk about 
families, as they go about their daily lives” (Cheal: 2002, p.4). To my understanding, family 
is contextually based, that is, in different background, it has different meaning. In the study, I 
focus on the generational relationship and interaction between elderly parents and their adult 
children. And a particular family structure will be an outcome of the data analysis.   
The old age support— two dimensions of support are included in the study: structural 
and functional. Structural dimension of old age support is mainly explored through living 
arrangements and composition of the network. Two types of functional support are counted: 
instrumental (tangible) support which covers economic support and care provision; and 
psychological (intangible) support.  
In the study, social supports for the elderly encompass two facets: functional and 
structural. The elderly seek such supports to enhance their economic condition and well-being. 
As I stated in this chapter, support network is different from family network, but family 
members are important nodes I study. Therefore, the following six types of nodes were 
analyzed: son, daughter, grandchildren, other relatives (such as sibling, nephew), village, 
government.  
VI: Fieldwork Strategies  
In this section, I focus on fieldwork strategies: how to access these two villages; and how 
to conduct observations, in-depth interviews, and small-scale survey as the first hand data.  
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1. Different Gate-Keepers in the Two Villages 
In the Chinese context, having obtained authorization from government does not mean 
that scholars can access the research site well, let alone get the information they want. A 
Chinese saying goes “higher official is less important than who is in charge”(县官不如现管, 
xian guan bu ru xian guan). In the fieldwork site, “现管”(xian guan, people in charge)  is 
rightly the gate-keeper. Gate-keeper is someone with formal or informal authority in 
controlling access to a site. Therefore, to find the gate-keeper and negotiate with him/her is 
crucial task in that he/she can shape the direction of research. For example, he/she may 
stigmatise the researcher and the research, and limit cooperation between informants and 
researcher. China is a social network society, in a natural rural village which is based on 
acquaintance and kinship relationship, local people are well connected and news spreads so 
fast that building relationships with gate-keepers is vital to success. According to my 
understanding, gate-keepers are usually a member of the elite group, and in most cases are 
males. Therefore, the knowledge of who constitute the elite group in a particular social 
background helps me to find and negotiate with them.  
After the communist party gained control of mainland China in 1949, society has been 
driven by political privilege for a long time. The communist party members, local political 
cadres, veterans, or model peasants composed the elite group in rural villages during the 
strong political control era from the 1950s to the beginning of the 1980s. The most important 
gate-keeper was usually the secretary of the communist party in the village. Without his/her 
support, an outsider could not do anything freely. Since the economic reform was launched in 
1978, Chinese former leader Deng Xiaoping made the proposition to “allow and encourage 
some regions and people to get rich first and reach the common prosperity finally”. Although 
China is still a state stressing political control, economic development and capitalist ideology 
have been gradually popularized with the growth of village/township enterprises, especially in 
wealthy regions. Local cadres tend to be just political leaders, while local entrepreneurs and 
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other rich residents hold more economic power. To a degree, this new social group shares 
power with local cadres, and all of them constitute the local elite group.  
In San Guanqiao, a few residents are entrepreneurs, who have(run) factories or 
companies in local or other places. Mr. Chen (陈), my student’s father, is one of them. He 
owns a construction company, a bricks and tiles plant, all located in the village. He employs 
more than a hundred employees; manager, administrative staff, and skilled workers are mostly 
local people, migrant workers work on the building sites. Although he is not from the Lin(林) 
or Guo(郭) clan, he is a really powerful person in San Guan, and his company has paid higher 
taxes which contributed a lot to the local economy. By contrast, Qian Luoyang has a different 
story. Its non-agricultural sectors are undeveloped and there is no factory or other company 
located in the village; farmland is under the control of the village committee, mainly under the 
village head. People considered that rich-men are those local cadres, clinic doctors, primary or 
secondary school teachers whose income is stable and from public sources, much higher than 
local farmer’s income, and who are covered by a better social security scheme and have some 
kinds of relationship with the local authority. Therefore, the gatekeeper in San Guanqiao I 
contacted was Mr. Chen, a local businessman, and in Qian Luoyang was Mr. Wang, the 
village head. From my experience, researchers in China do not expect a gate-keeper to listen 
to research concerns or expected results. The primary consideration of him/her is whether the 
research is politically sensitive, or might harm his/ her authority in the local area. When I 
explained my research focus, they thought it was fine and not a politically sensitive one. 
2. Participant Observation 
 During the fieldwork, I settled with my students’ families. I acknowledge that staying 
with these two families has some advantages, such as it is easy for me to settle down in the 
villages and get permission from the gate-keepers。But it also has some disadvantages; the 
power dynamic might influence my access to certain sectors of the villages negatively. In 
order to avoid such disadvantage, I took the role as researcher-participant which I explain 
below. 
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I found that the initial steps were especially difficult, and progress was slow. Although I 
got help from my students and their families in both villages, this did not mean the local 
people were willing to accept me voluntarily. Even though there were many migrants who 
rent rooms in San Guanqiao, local residents kept a distance from them, especially in light of 
deteriorating local public security. My fieldwork started from observation, which helped me 
to get familiar with the villages and the surrounding areas, and helped me to be accepted by 
the local residents. In fact, the researcher’s role is decided by how deeply he/she is involved 
in the research site. In general, three types of roles can be distinguished:  
· Total participant, who is completely involved emotionally in a social situation, only 
after it is over does he/she become a researcher again and write down what has 
happened during the fieldwork. 
· Researcher-participant, who participates in a social situation but is only partially 
involved so that he/she can function as a researcher;  
· Total researcher, who observes without any personal involvement in the situation 
under study.  
In fact, these three levels of research roles are the decision to be insider, marginal person, 
or outsider of the study site. Scholar Bu (Bu, 2006: p. 213) views that “presenting oneself as 
an insider or as an outsider are simply different tools”; and “The aim is always to get a deep 
understanding of the research question through studying and imitating the perspective of 
insiders. A perspective is a method of observation, which have different experiences and 
different knowledge, their perspective on the same issue or event will also be different. 
Research is always about getting access to the insiders’ experience and understanding, so 
looking for the insiders’ perspective is extremely important”.  
Genuinely, these three roles have some advantage or disadvantage. Total researcher is not 
suitable for a topic in rural China, as explained below. If the researcher is treated as an 
outsider, informants keep a boundary from the researcher; and he/she will find it really 
difficult to continue the study. Compared to the younger people, the rural elderly are 
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somewhat uneasy about politics due to their life experiences. They matured during the strict 
political control of the communist party, and have experienced several severe political 
movements during the 1950s to 1970s. They are unwilling to tell their life stories to an 
outsider who can not be trusted. By contrast, if somebody is regarded as an insider, the elders 
are agreeable to tell him/her a lot, since they are so free and alone that they like to chat with 
somebody.  
Although social research demands that the researcher remains neutral during the study, in 
some events, the researcher has to decide which side to take. Therefore, total participant is not 
suitable in some studies. When I first entered Qian Luoyang, quite a number of local residents 
regarded me as “correspondent”, they told me stories of the landlessness, showed me around 
the village to see the requisitioned farmland, and hoped that I would help them to report it to 
higher officials. At the same time, they could avoid being “the early bird” who ‘sticks his 
neck out’. In fact, they have a hostile attitude to the local officers. However, if I took their 
side, I could not get permission from the gate-keeper. Therefore, I needed to find a strategy to 
balance the involvement and distance, and also needed to avoid the conflicts among ordinary 
residents and local cadres. Therefore, as explained, acting as researcher-participant in the 
study sites is a proper choice. The work of participant observer was time-consuming; but 
helped me to eliminate the boundary between local residents and me, and to build researcher-
informants dialectical relationship, as a ancient Chinese saying goes, “sharpening your axe 
will not delay your job of cutting wood” (磨刀不误砍柴工, mu dao bu wu kan chai gong). 
Such activities also helped me have a deep understanding of local culture and the elderly’s 
language which maintained some ancient expressions.  
3. In-depth Interview 
 Interview is contextual rather than abstract, and it is an interaction process between 
researcher and informants from beginning to end, and also a process of mutual adjustment. 
The quality of interview is not only according to the techniques and ability of the researcher, 
but more importantly based on the knowledge produced during the interview. China is 
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regarded as a non-democratic state under the communist party’s control, and most Chinese, 
especially the elderly, are well-disciplined; they are afraid to comment on any sensitive issues 
in case it will bring them unnecessary trouble. The pre-participant observation and contacts 
gave me fundamental information about the village and the study target, which helped me 
start in-depth interview and dispel the elders’ doubts.  
In my study sites, the targets of in-depth interview are the rural elders; more than half of 
them are illiterate or semi-illiterate, many of them never travel to other counties. Their limited 
education and knowledge restricted their understanding of any academic language. Therefore, 
in such a situation, down-to-earth method and a proper expression of questions is crucial. 
Based on the experience I gained in the pre-study in 2005, I modified the questions before I 
entered the study sites, and discussed the proper dialect expression with my students and their 
families. The second thing I needed to be concerned with was what type of interview I wanted 
to use, structured interview, semi-structured, or free structured? As mentioned above, the 
Chinese rural elderly have some particular characteristics, so I decided to use semi-structured, 
open-ended interview, and flexible question order according to a certain circumstance which 
was conducted with a fairly open framework, allowing for focused, conversational, two-way 
communication. Letting informants tell me stories, my role was to encourage them to provide 
useful information as much as possible. I did interview during the daytime when their 
children left to work and would not visit their parents at this time; thus. They would feel free 
to focus on any topic. The environment during the interview was quite informal and like a 
chat. Interview duration usually lasted half day, or even a whole day.  
VII: Nvivo-Assisted Qualitative Network Analysis  
Different from Quantitative analysis, qualitative analysis emerges at the time of collecting 
data. And the data in the next three chapters are in-depth interview records and participant 
observation notes, which Neuman (2003: p.139) describes as “soft data, in the form of 
impressions, words, sentences, photos, symbols, and so forth, dictate different research 
strategies and data collection techniques than hard data, in the form of numbers”. He 
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considers that qualitative data are quite distinct from standardized quantitative ones. A key 
point in qualitative analysis is how to interpret data to give it meaning and make it 
understandable. There are several qualitative analysis approaches, grounded theory, content 
analysis, narrative analysis, discourse analysis, and so on. In fact, whatever analytical 
approach is used should be based on the research design and purpose. In accordance with the 
analysis in Chapter Three, I will use the mixed approaches of grounded theory and content 
analysis in analyzing data.  
Grounded theory approach which was developed by Glaser and Strauss in 1967, is an 
approach that “in opposition to hypothesis-testing research, was designed to help researchers 
elicit and analyze qualitative data to identify important categories in the material with the aim 
of generating ideas and theory ‘grounded’ in the data. The strength of this approach lies in its 
ability to aid a researcher to generate theory about processes and to develop conceptual 
analyses of social worlds” (Burck, 2005). This approach is a set of techniques for 
1.identifying categories and concepts that emerge from text, and 2. linking the concepts into 
substantive and formal theories (Bernard, 2000: p. 443). Content analysis is a systematic 
coding and categorizing approach which researchers can use to unobtrusively explore large 
amounts of textual information in order to ascertain the trends and patterns of words used, 
their frequency, their relationships and the structures and discourses of communication 
(Grbich, 2007: p. 113).  
Qualitative analysis software Nvivo 8.0 is employed in the study. “Although computer-
assisted qualitative and quantitative analysis share the same term, analysis, the computer 
supports the analysis in very different ways”, “the real heart of the qualitative analysis 
requires an understanding of the meaning of the texts, and that is something that computers 
are still a long way from being able to do” (Gibbs, 2002: p. 10). Compared with the first 
generation of the software which can only perform simple tasks, Nvivo 8.0 developed 
Microsoft office interface and multi-language version. Since the original fieldwork data is in 
Chinese, it enables me to analyze the original work with the help of the software first, and 
then translate the result into English. This reduces the risk of losing information though 
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translation. Although such software can help the researcher to code, sort, match, count and 
link, it still plays an assistant role, and cannot be as helpful as quantitative software which 
helps do much hard work of creating statistics, or building models. The precondition for 
doing computer-assisted qualitative analysis is that the researcher is quite familiar with data. I 
read the data line by line, do coding, find themes and sub-themes under them, try to link 
information with each other, and let the data give me information. Two steps are applied in 
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Chapter Four    Two Landless Rural Villages and Basic Information         
on the Elderly in Post-Reform China 
 
 
I: San Guanqiao 
San Guanqiao is one of the seven natural villages of San Guan administrative village, 
which covers 5.9 square kilometers; and these natural villages are crisscrossed by small rivers 
and highways. It is in the town of Pinwang, Wujiang County, Suzhou (苏州) Municipality. A 
map of the area has been shown in Chapter Three. It is 40 kilometers away from Suzhou, 90 
kilometers away from Shanghai(上海), to which it is connected by expressway. Tai Pu River 
crosses the town, and the village lies south of the river while the town centre is in the north. 
Figures 4.1~4.2 present some information about San Guanqiao, and a sketch map (Map 4.1) 
provides general information of the village and the surrounding area.  
Figure  4.1~ 4.2                Some Information about San Guanqiao 
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In San Guan, residences are in clustered settlement. According to the 2007 township 
statistical record, people aged 60 or over comprised 22 per cent of the total local population， 
this percentage reached the level of more developed regions according to the United Nations’ 
data1. The percentage was slightly higher than at the provincial level, but was at the average 
level of Su Nan. Around 25 per cent of the elders regarded themselves as Buddhists, only a 
few were Christians, while most elders have not religious belief, especially the elder men. The 
per capita income of the local residents was about 9,000 Yuan (1,300USD)2 annually in the 
same year, which was at the average level of Su Nan but much higher than the provincial level 
(6,561 Yuan, or 950 USD). In San Guanqiao, eleven families have private cars or mini bus; a 
few families have lorries or coaches to run business. Jiangsu is one of the provinces where the 
one-child policy has been strictly carried out, especially in south Jiangsu for nearly three 
decades. In the village, couples aged 40 years old or below usually have one child, whether a 
daughter or a son. The average number of people per household is 3.3. Demographic 
characteristics of San Guan and San Guaqiao are shown in Table 4.1.  
 
Table 4.1       General Demographic Information of San Guan and San Guanqiao 
 
                                               
1 Accoding the United Nations data, the percentage of population aged 60+ of more developed regions 
was 20.1 in 2005 by using medium variant. 
2 The exchange rate of RMB to US dollar is based on 2007 level. 
 San Guan San Guanqiao 
Total population  3, 746  194 
Household 1, 147 64 
Labor force  2082 142 
Total       Male    Female Total     Male     Female Elderly (60+) 
               
              
              60-69        
              70-79       
              80+           
 852       403       459 
            
           223       221 
           137       159 
           38        74  
 37        15        22            
 
     9         12 
           5         7 
           1         3      





     Town               Centre   
San  
Guan-qiao 
              San  
Guan 
Highway to Shanghai 
Bridge 
Highway 
Primary School Secondary School 
Hope Primary School 
Old Age Home 
Recreation Centre for the aged 
Christian Church 
Highway to Shuzhou 
North 
Map 4.1     A Sketch Map of San Guanqiao and Its Surrounding Area 
Township Hospital  
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There is a recreation centre for the local senior citizens where they can use for free. An 
old people’s welfare home, a Christian church, a primary school and a secondary school, and 
a hope primary school (希望小学, xi wnag xiao xue) for migrant workers’ children are 
located in San Guan, but all of them are run by the township government, except the 
Christian church belonging to a Christian organization. Figures 4.3 to 4.5 provide information 
about the above institutions. From 2001 to 2004, the Ministry of Civil Affairs carried out “the 
Star Plan” (星光计划, xing guang ji hua), the purpose being to provide welfare service for 
the aged people in local communities. In rural villages, this plan was to help local authorities 
to build old people’s welfare home. The home in the village was rebuilt during that period.  
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Figure 4.5                              Local Christian Church  
 
 
Within the village, there is piped water, cable TV, liquid gas. The official statistics 
showed that nearly all local families used them. With the increase of household income, local 
residents have had an enthusiasm to build two-storey houses since the middle of the 1980s; 
and they like to compete with each other, and admit that the expenditure on house-building is 
a heavy burden to ordinary families. Nowadays they prefer a three-storey house which costs 
approximately 400,000 Yuan (58,000USD) for such a building with full decoration, nearly 20 
times an average household’s income according to the 2007 standard. All the younger 
residents live in single family courtyard, two or three-storey houses, equipped with air 
conditioner, network computer, telephone, and other household electric appliances. By 
contrast, the elders usually live in older one or two storey houses with limited appliances. 
Each house has hygienic squat toilet, even in old ones. Figures 4.6 to 4.8 show different kinds 
of houses in the village.  
 
Figures 4.6~4.8                        Houses in San Guan 
 






Nearly 40 factories or other kinds of enterprises are located in San Guan and nearby. 
There are village/township enterprises, or private enterprises belonging to some local rich 
residents, some belong to large companies from Shanghai or Suzhou, or foreign companies. 
Compared with the pervasive rural-urban labor migration, local middle-aged residents prefer 
to work in the neighborhood or run their own businesses, such as opening a stall or running a 
construction company. Some of them once worked in cities when they were young. In fact, it 
is easy for them to find jobs in the village or surrounding area because they are “local”, the 
salary is usually higher than migrant workers and their positions are not tough. But the third 
generation is willing to live in cities to get higher education and work there, also registers 
there. During daytime, the village is very quiet, only the elders and little children can be seen; 
while the middle-aged people are at work. At night, they prefer to play mah-jong or cards 
with friends, while the aged people usually stay at home watching TV and go to bed very 
early around 8pm.  
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Over the last decade, many migrant workers from Anhu(安徽 ) or Sichuan (四川 ) 
province find jobs in the local enterprises. A local cadre, Mr. Li(李) said migrant workers 
were not stable, and it was a hard task to manage this group. Some of them only stayed in the 
village for several months, but a few of them had settled here more than five years. It is easy 
to make a distinction between the migrants and local residents from their appearance. 
Although these workers have jobs in San Guan, they can not be registered in the village. 
Therefore, they are not entitled to local welfare; also, their children can only attend the hope 
primary school. The number of these migrants almost equals one third of the local population. 
 Local elders are willing to rent out one or two rooms even the whole old one-storey 
house to them in order to get extra cash. Usually, the monthly rental for one room is around 
50-80 Yuan (7.2~11.5USD), depending on its condition. The rental is helpful to the elders, for 
example, one kilogram of rice is around 0.56UDS, one kilogram of food oil is around 1.2USD. 
In fact, these migrant workers are difficult to be integrated into ‘the host village”. Although 
both migrants and local residents live in the same village, even next door, they are two 
separated social groups. Local residents complain about the social security, they said the 
village was no longer a safe community since migrants came; and said some of them stole 
goods, even kitchen utensils, fruits in resident’s yard, or broke door during the night to enter 
resident’s house; they even liked underground gambling. “Some migrants lose all their money 
earned by hard work, even owe debt to the illegal gambling dealers”, “this destroys local 
environment.” But local residents said “relationship among the local residents turns better, 
because people are too busy to dispute with others”. Since 2006, the village committee has 
organized a patrol team during the night, and the young elder and middle-aged men take the 
duty.  
Matrilocal marriage is commonly accepted in the village, even in Su Nan (苏南) at large. 
This type of marriage mostly occurs when a family does not have a son and takes a daughter (in 
most cases, it is the eldest one) as son; it needs a son-in-law married into the family. Usually 
economic condition of groom’s family is lower, and he has several older brothers. As a result, 
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he gives up the right of property inheritance from the natal parents; meanwhile, he is exempted 
the filial obligation to them as a son after marriage. The young couple should live with the 
wife’s parents in accordance with the marriage agreement. When a child is born, he/she needs to 
follow the wife’s family name. In reality, not all families without a son can afford the price for 
such marriage arrangement. At the same time, not all daughters are willing to accept such a 
marriage. Nowadays, it is more difficult to find a married-in groom in the local area due to the 
family planning policy, and it is also impossible for a local woman to accept a migrant worker 
as husband, since they think they belong to different social groups. In addition, the third 
generation prefers to live in larger cities; this situation also adds difficulty for parents to arrange 
a matrilocal marriage for their daughter. 
Recently, a new marriage pattern—‘一肩挑’ (yi jian tiao) has emerged in the village and 
Su Nan at large, which can be considered as a new form of patrilineal marriage due to the 
wide existence of the one-child family. Local people describe it as ‘非嫁非娶’ (fei jia fei qu), 
which means such marriage does not marry out a daughter/son or take in a daughter-in-
law/son-in-law; the young couple have the same rights and obligations to both their natal and 
in-law’s families. According to the one-child policy, if a young couple are both from one-
child families, they are allowed to have a second child. Usually both groom and bride’s 
parents hope their children will give birth to two children to continue patrilineal lineage for 
the two families. However, the children do not often submit to their parents’ wishes.    
Like other rural villages in Su Nan, San Guan is located in a watery location, and was 
famous for rice-planting, silkworm-raising, and fresh-water fishery in the past. The older 
generation usually made their livings as farmers, fishermen, boatmen, vendors, or 
embroiderers. Villages within San Guan were once separated by farmland, small rivers or 
ponds; but now are cut by factories or other enterprises. Although having lost farmland, local 
residents could still find small patches near highways, or farmland that has been requisitioned 
but not put into use to plant; only the elders do it. They said they not only saved money, but 
also found pleasure in planting; otherwise, they had nothing to do. As for the younger people, 
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they usually buy food from the township bazaar or supermarket. Young-old women like to do 
embroidery for the local factories in their leisure time or rear silkworms to subsidize their 
expenditure; while young-old men often work for local enterprises as security guards, or help 
their children to run business. Approximately 80 per cent of the local elders live 
independently, but have at least one child living nearby in most cases. In San Guanqiao, 
residents are mainly from two clans: Lin (林) and Guo (郭), which have been settled here for 
centuries. The connection within the same clan is strong when something important happens, 
such as marriage or funeral ceremony, relatives in the same clan will be invited.  
There are several social security programs for local elders. First, the elderly can enjoy the 
rural old-age pension scheme (55 for females, 60 for males), of about 100 Yuan (15USD) per 
month, on the condition that their adult sons and daughters-in-law have joined the old-age 
insurance scheme. The village statistics showed that more than 90 per cent of the elders gain 
such benefit. Second, since farmlands have been requisitioned by government, each local 
resident is subsidized a lump-sum of 19,500 Yuan (2,800USD); the annual pension payment 
for ‘the social insurance for the compensation of farmland’, 1,800 Yuan (260USD) for female 
reaching 55 or male reaching 60 years old; and the elders get an extra 100 Yuan from the land 
insurance program when they reach 70 years old. Third, all elders have joined the rural 
cooperative health insurance scheme; the annual fee is 50 Yuan (3.3USD) for one person. The 
insurance can be used for in-patient expenditure at most 40,000 Yuan (5, 880USD) annually. 
Fourth, as in other rural villages, the elderly who are childless, without spouse and helpless, 
are usually called “five guarantee” (五保户, wu bao hu. It means that their food, clothing, 
housing, medical care and funeral are provided by government) are strongly urged to live in 
an elder’s welfare home. There are two five-guarantee elders in San Guanqiao: one very old 
woman in her 80s, and the young-old man in his early 60s, both of whom live in the local 
elder’s home.  
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II: Qian Luoyang 
San Guanqiao has relatively complete village files, as local cadres update each year’s 
statistics of population, labor force, migrants, and other general information. I could even find 
some information from the township government website. However, the first difficulty I met 
in Qian Luoyang was the limited information about the village. The reasons might be the 
frequent change of the local cadres, or the lower economic level, or the lower management 
level. Therefore, the local cadres could only provide the rough statistics. A cadre said that 
when the upper official needed a year’s statistics, the village committee estimated it according 
to the previous year’s basis, such as annual per capita income of the local residents. He said 
the higher officials demanded each village committee to improve local residents’ income 
annually as an important assessment for a cadre; local cadres had to make “such statistics” 
appear to increase steadily even if this was not what actually happened. When I asked how the 
higher officials checked it, he said such risk was limited, since a few richer families’ income 
was difficult to count, “one rich family’s income equals to dozens of poor families’.” In Qian 
Luoyang, the most reliable statistic was population, but this also is a rough one.  
Qian Luoyang is located in Ganyu County, Liang Yungang (连云港) Municipality, which 
is one of the first fourteen coastal cities opened to foreign investors and at the oriental bridge 
town of the New Asia-European Continental bridge of the state construction project. The 
geographic location was shown in the previous chapter. In Chinese, “Qian” means in the 
front, actually, there is another village called “Hou Luoyang”. “Hou” means behind. Qian 
Luoyang, Hou Luoyang and two other natural villages constitute an administrative village 
“Luoyang”. The town has the same name as “Luoyang”. Qian Luoyang is the nearest to the 
town centre. Like San Guanqiao, Qian Luoyang is also a natural village. It is 30 kilometers 
away from Lian Yungang, 20 kilometers away from Ganyu, 25 kilometers from the Yellow 
Sea located in Haizhou Bay. And it is 600 kilometers away from Shanghai which takes five 
hours by train. A sketch map (Map 4.2) gives the general information of the village and the 
surrounding area. 
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Similar to San Guanqiao, residences here are in clustered settlement. Total local 
population was around 1,900, and people aged 60 or over comprised about 17 per cent of the 
total local population according to the 2007 statistical record. Demographic characteristics of 
the village are presented in Table 4.2. Unlike San Guanqiao, most elders in Qian Luoyang do 
not think they have any religion, and only a few are Christians. Like the previous village, a 
high percentage of the elders live independently from their children, but have at least one 
child living nearby. Detailed information on the living arrangements will be presented in the 
next chapter. 




Matrilocal marriage is not accepted in the local area; the residents account it as 
“humiliating” and “losing face”. In the village and surrounding area, younger couples aged 40 
or below usually have two children. The percentage having one son and one daughter is really 
high. In fact, a couple who only has one child, especially a daughter, is laughed at by others 
as “good-for-nothing”, and regarded as “having no ability to afford a second child”. Average 
household size of the village is slightly higher than San Guanqiao, about 3.7 people. When 
becoming familiar with the village and accepted by the villagers, I knew that the illegal 
embryo sex test by B-ultrasonic instrument was widely used. In order to collect enough funds 
(I will explain below), the village committee allows residents to have a second child illegally 
in private, but they need to pay the fine for breaking the birth control regulation (计划生育罚
款, ji hua sheng yu fa kuan), at 200,000 Yuan (2,900USD). 
 Luo Yang                Qian Luoyang 
Total population  1,900 340 
Household 515 90 
Labor force  970 160 
Elderly (60+) 320        
male( 60 +), female (55+)  
50          
 male   (60+) , female ( 55+)  
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The most popular family name in Qian Luoyang  is “Wang” (王)，which comprises more 
than 60 per cent of the local population. Although people whose family name is Wang belong 
to the same clan, local residents make a distinction between the original Wang and 
immigrants Wang. The later Wangs joined the local clan around the 1940s, coming from 
Henan (河南) province due to the wars and famine. The elders in the village told me when 
outsider Wangs came, they had to down-grade their generation. For example, they regarded 
local Wangs of the same age as father’s generation. This phenomenon has been common in 
Chinese migration history, in order to get permission and protection from local communities. 
The second popular family is “Gao” (高 ), comprising nearly 30 per cent of the local 
population. The relationship of these two clans is not bad, since intermarriage is popular 
between them. Local elders told me that Wang clan had a genealogy book before the early 
1950s; unfortunately, it was destroyed during the political movement in the later 1950s, “in 
order to avoid political troubles”. However, the elders of the clan remember part of its 
contents, such as how to give their children’s name to follow the family lineage. Therefore, 
people whose middle names are different mean they belong to different generations. But some 
young people do not like to follow the tradition, regarding such name as too countrified (土气, 
tu qi), they prefer to give their children very fashionable names just like their urban 
counterparts do.  
There is a local no-profit wedding and funeral ceremony service (hong bai xi shi, 红白喜
事) association in the village, all members of which are elders. When a local family needs to 
hold any ceremony, the association helps them for free. An elder Wang in his 70s, who was 
once the village head in the 1970s, presides over the association; now his third son is the 
secretary of the communist party of Quoyang. Local residents respect him and regard him as a 
civil judge, worthy to be trusted. Sometimes, he helps to mediate family conflicts. When I met 
him, he said he was too old with bad eyesight, and was trying to select a successor to take 
over his position. And I asked him how long this association had existed, he said nearly 30 
years since the beginning of the 1980s. 
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Compared to San Guanqiao, the per capita income of the local residents is much lower, 
around 5,600 Yuan (800USD) annually; and it is at the average level of Lian Yungang 
Municipality but lower than the provincial level. But prices of consumer goods in Qian 
Luoyang are much cheaper. Compared with the first village, the income gap among local 
residents is not much higher since Qian Luoyang does not have very rich businessman. 
Although most houses have piped water, they prefer to use well water because it is free of 
charge. Sanitation condition is poor; toilet is usually behind the pig yard and without flushing, 
except in the new two-storey buildings. In contrast with San Guanqiao, only one third of the 
local residents’ houses are two-storey buildings, usually on the side(s) of highways. The price 
for a new two-storey building with full decoration is around 200,000 Yuan (29,000USD), 
almost 20 times an average household’s income. This ratio to household income is similar to 
that in San Guanqiao, but the price is only half. Most houses are one-storey buildings, and use 
stone to make the groundwork. Some families build one and a half–storey houses (yi ceng ban 
lou, 一层半楼); that is, the groundwork is for two-storey building but they can not afford that 
price as they build, usually at the time the family has a son about to get married. A woman 
stated “when we save enough money, we will rebuild the house.”  
There is no universally available social security scheme in the local area, except the rural 
cooperative health insurance, each resident needs to pay 15 Yuan (2.15USD) annual fee. The 
village committee grants it for the elders aged 70 or over. Local residents like to enjoy 
themselves, gathering on the basketball court to have dance party when night comes. They 
regard it as a good exercise, and a way to meet others. Whatever the economic condition, 
local residents plant vegetables surrounding their houses. Figures 4.9~4.11 provide 
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A decade ago, Qian Luoyang had more than 2,000 Mu (133.33 hectare) farmland; 
agricultural production was the major resources for most local residents, especially rice, 
wheat, cotton, peanuts, and freshwater fishery. As it is close to the town centre, more than 
1000 Mu farmland has been taken away by the township government to build residential 
communities, commercial streets, primary and secondary schools, an older people’s welfare 
home, and a tourism ecological park (Figure 4.12 displays the park under construction). In 
2004, the Chinese central government abolished agricultural taxes, this was good news for 
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peasants to alleviate their burden and enhance their enthusiasm for farming; however, it had 
some negative affects on township governments and rural village committees, which fell into 
financial deficits, especially for undeveloped towns and villages. A local cadre said Luoyang 
was not a rich town with undeveloped industry, the local government could not get funds, tax 
or management fee from other social sectors expect agriculture. Qian Luoyang, a medium size 
village needs to submit 500,000 Yuan (72,000USD) to upper government annually. Compared 
to other rural villages nearby which were either near the Yellow Sea (黄海，huang hai) or 
attractive to businessmen, the village had nothing except farmland. In order to fulfill the task, 
Village cadres decided to get remaining farmland back from farmers and rented to somebody 
who bid the highest price. As a result, each resident can only be allotted 0.4 Mu (0.027 
hectare) farmland as “ration farming field” (口粮田, kou liang tian). Residents told me that 
the average farmland per person in Hou luoyang was 0.9 Mu, and in another village in 
Luoyang administrative village was 1.2 Mu.  




China is a diverse country, the standard for minimum ration farming field per person is 
based on the regional situation. Jiangsu province has a dense population and relatively 
developed industry, such standard is low than any other province in the middle or western 
regions of the nation; however, it is at least 0.5 Mu per person. “We are much nearer the town, 
and this is the reason we lose land.” Consequently, most of the young people give it up, 
saying that the annual fee for such a small patch was 48 Yuan (7USD) under the name of “一
事一议费”(fee for “one discussion over each matter, yi shi yi yi fei. Collection of such fee is  
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based on the government policy using on village’s public issue, but it usually could not 
exceed 20RMB annually), then added the expenditure on fertilizer and pesticide while 
regardless the labor cost, they got nothing. “The price for buying rice/ flour is cheaper than 
planting it. Only those five-guarantee elders and families under the poverty line can get the 
fee exemption. Less than half the elders, usually the young-old take such land to plant rice or 
wheat they need for a year, the output being about 200 kilogram of rice, and 150 kilogram of 
wheat.  
 
Figure  4.13                                        Rented Farmland 
   
 
 




Unlike San Guanqiao, Qian Luoyang is a typical acquaintance society (熟人社会, shu ren 
she hui), with no migrant workers, since there are no industries to provide job opportunities. 
Like San Guanqiao, the third generation is also seldom seen. Labor force population under 30 
years old is seldom seem in the village, they usually migrate to other places and make their 
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living in non-agricultural sectors, but their hukou are usually kept in the village. A few of 
them join the transnational migration trend, working in Singapore, Middle East, or Japan, but 
only the rich families can afford the high agency fees (usually at least 20,000 Yuan, about 
2,900USD). Most of the middle-aged men work in the neighborhood as taxi/ motorcycle 
driver, or work for local private construction companies as plasterer or carpenter; while 
women take part-time, supplementary jobs in building sites, mixing cement, carrying bricks 
or tiles. And some of them once worked in other places in their earlier years. Although the 
majority of farmland has been requisitioned by the township government or local village 
committee, nearly half of the residents are still connected with agricultural work. Some of 
them rent farmland to plant cotton, or ponds for fishery. During the cotton harvest time in 
September, many middle-aged women are hired by “super cotton producers” (种棉大户, 
zhong mian da hu)  to collect cotton. Usually each woman can earn at least 1,000 Yuan 
(145USD) for one month, and three free meals a day. The high price of pork in previous years 
encouraged local residents’ enthusiasm to raise pigs. However, during the summer of 2007, a 
great number of pigs died due to the outbreaks of blue-ear epidemic, and some families 
suffered heavy losses. Figure 4.15 shows a hog pen of a family after the epidemic. When I 
stayed in the village, residents discussed about the “pig-breeding insurance” which was 
supported by the central government, but it was not available at the grass-roots level.  
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III: Two Ways of Becoming Landless 
Although farmers in both San Guanqiao and Qian Luoyang have lost most of their 
farmland, the ways, time and consequence of losing land are quite different:  
First, farmland in San Guanqiao was expropriated by both high and low level 
governments to construct highways, to build industrial zones or residential communities. This 
has continued gradually for nearly 30 years, and has relatively mature regulations. However, 
farmland in Qian Luoyang is requisitioned by the township government to build schools or 
for other usages, but also by the village committee for the reason mentioned above, and this 
happened much later than in the previous village. In the “Land Law” (土地法, the complete 
title is “the land administration law of the People’s Republic of China”, which came into 
effect on January 1, 1999), article 44 stresses that  
“Occupation and use of land involving turning agricultural land into land for 
construction projects of roads, pipelines, cables and big-size infrastructure approved 
by people’s governments of the provinces, autonomous regions and municipalities 
directly under the Central Government and construction projects approved by the 
State Council shall be subject to the approval of the State Council”.  
 
In Qian Luoyang, local residents stated that the ecological park under construction definitely 
did not get the permission from the upper authority. I tried to obtain an answer from the 
township officials, but did not get any reply. Furthermore, the village committee reduces the 
standard of ration farming field illegally, in order to get more village collective funds from 
farmland.  
Second, due to the different economic level, the ways to which the expropriated farmland 
are used vary. Most land is used in building factories or other enterprises in San Guanqiao; 
while half of such farmland is still used as farmland, but people have to bid for the usage 
rights in Qian Luoyang. Fiscal pressure on the local authority has been further increasing its 
reliance on land enclosure. Compared to San Guanqiao, farmland requisition appears to be 
more a feature of sprawling expansion in Qian Luoyang. It is like a vicious cycle. Local 
authority always hopes businessmen will invest their money there; however, due to lack of 
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supporting facilities and undesirable investment environment, it is difficult to attract investors. 
As local residents said, “we don’t think that an ecological park will attract tourists, Luoyang is 
a poor town, no good views, no other facilities to support it, no local special characteristics. 
And our village is quite far away from the beach, who will come?”, “Township officials crave 
for greatness and success, and only care about their personal career and try to make a fortune 
from it.” 
Third, residents in both villages have lost the basic element which supports peasants—
farmland. Local residents in San Guanqiao think they get benefits from the land expropriation, 
such as the opportunities to get jobs in factories or other enterprises in the local area, or set up 
their own businesses; and some social security programs to compensate for the loss of land. 
They think the income is much better than before, “farming is very tough”, or some even say 
“farmer has no place in society”. Local economic development also attracts migrant workers 
from other provinces. By contrast, in Qian Luoyang, people think they get nothing from the 
land expropriation. “We need to pay more for farming.” A young-old man describes his life as 
“I’m a landless farmer, but I have to make a living from the soil; otherwise, I can not survive, 
do you think it is ridiculous?” Bidding for the usage of 1 Mu (0.067 hectare) farmland costs at 
least 300 Yuan (45USD) per year. Bidding for the usage of fishery pond costs much more, 
nearly 600 Yuan (90USD) per year. Some residents considered farming as a burden, and said 
if they had any other choice they would not do it anymore.  
Since the beginning of economic reform, the Chinese government has categorized two 
different types of farmland: ration field (口粮田，kou liang tian) and responsibility field (承
包田, cheng bao tian). In accordance with “the Law on the Contracting of Rural Land” (农村
土地承包法, tu di cheng bao fa), local cadres’ actions on farmland does not have legitimacy. 
They minimize the size of ration field and enlarge contracted field. Due to the undeveloped 
legal system, Chinese law is difficult to execute, and the law articles are very general without 
specific regulation. In the above case, the power of the local authority and village committee 
go beyond their legitimized power. In 2004, the central government abolished agricultural tax, 
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which in the long-term has a positive effect in improving peasant’s income. However, as 
mentioned above, it also causes financial difficulties for local governments, especially in poor 
areas, since it does not have any relevant strategy to solve the problem. Therefore, it is clear 
that benefits the central government give to peasants have been taken away by local arbitrary 
charges. As a consequence, the antagonism between peasants and local government increases.  
Fourth, social compensation for landless in San Guanqiao includes a lump-sum 
compensation for each villager whose hukou is settled in the village, the annual land 
insurance pension payment of 1,800 Yuan (260USD) for female reaching 55 or male reaching 
60 years old, and the farmland insurance for the elderly aged 70 or over. Due to a better 
socioeconomic level, residents in the village also enjoy some other social security programs, 
such as health insurance and old age pension insurance. However, residents in Qian Luoyang 
get no compensation for the land expropriation. In 2004 and 2006, the central government 
released two regulations as the supplement of the land law. The regulation “Circular of the 
State Council on Intensifying the Land Control”(国务院关于加强土地调控问题的通知, guo 
wu yuan guan yu jia qiang tu di tiao kong wen ti de tong zhi), article II, specifically highlights 
the protection of peasant’s rights.  
“Effective guaranteeing the long-term livelihood of the farmers whose land has been 
requisitioned—the allocation of compensation for land requisition shall be conducted 
according to the principles of the original living conditions of the farmers whose land 
has been requisitioned not being any worse off and their long-term livelihood being 
guaranteed….No land requisition may be approved in the absence of a full 
contribution of the social security premiums”. 
 
When I stayed in Qian Luoyang, some residents wanted to appeal to the provincial authority 
about the illegal land requisition without compensation, but nobody wanted to be the leader. 
Because they were worried if they did it in this way, like a saying goes “to stick one’s neck 
out”, they might get into trouble with the local authority,  
 Fifth, as a consequence, residents, especially the middle-aged people, in San Guanqiao 
usually work in manufacturing or service sectors in the local area, where it is easy for them to 
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find jobs. The young people aged 30 years old or less who have received college education 
like to live in cities or run family businesses. As a father said, “If my son is only a dagong zhe 
(打工者, rural-urban migrant worker) in a city, it is better to stay in the village.” Basically, 
the younger generation’s daily life routine has changed, which is totally different from 
farmer’s life. By contrast, in Qian Luoyang, half of the middle-aged people and the elderly are 
still occupied in agricultural related works; and the other half of the middle aged people work 
in the local area as construction workers or taxi/motor cycle drivers, but their jobs are not 
stable. For example, construction work is seasonal, winter is the off-season. People aged 30 
years old and below have left the soil and move to cities as migrant workers. Most of them are 
manual, unskilled workers even temporary ones.  
Usually, urbanization is associated with modernization and industrialization. In these two 
villages, two entirely different modes of urbanization can be found. In San Guanqiao area, or 
in Su Nan at large, urbanization initially occurs at the same time as rural industrialization. 
However, in Qian Luoyang, or other under-developed areas, urbanization appears to have a 
particular Chinese characteristic under powerful political pressure which might be described 
as passive urbanization. In the past decade, the Chinese government has driven for rural 
urbanization through “small town development” projects, expecting to solve bottleneck area 
and the weakness of linkage between city and country. But, in some areas, these small towns 
have little economic foundation. For example, in Luoyang, there are only several small-scale 
factories, and the capacity of accommodating a certain size of population is limited, on the 
one hand; a high proportion of farmland is relinquished by the local authority on the other 
hand, which prohibit further growth in agriculture. 
Consequently, there are two ways of in situ occupational transition. In San Guanqiao area, 
such change is strongly linked to rural industrialization and its sidelines. Thus, local residents, 
men and women, usually find relatively stable jobs in manufacturing or service sector, and 
their life is far from farming. By contrast, in the Qian Luoyang area, such occupational 
change is closely connected with rural-urban migration. Migrant workers contribute a lot to 
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family financial pools, and they have the ability to build new houses, and like to compete with 
each other. As a consequence, this inevitably promotes the development of local construction 
industry. Most of middle-aged people find jobs in residential housing construction-related 
works, such as bricklayer, carpenter, transport worker; or work for brick and title factory, or 
run a construction stall. Such jobs are seasonally-based; they are busy during the summer 
period, but idle during the winter. Some of them still contract farmland in order to gain more 
income as half-farmer and half-worker. Thus, in situ occupational change in the later village 
is incomplete, and still has the linkage to farming.  
 IV: Qualitative Data: A Description 
In the preceding chapter, I discussed how I selected the two landless rural villages in 
Jiangsu Province, one located in the southern city of Suzhou and the other in the northern city 
Lian Yungang for my study. I selected two rural administrative villages first, and did 
fieldwork in a long-established natural village within each of them. Semi-structured interview 
method was applied in doing in-depth interview, which was conducted with a fairly open 
framework, allowing for focused, conversational, two-way communication. The order of 
questions depended on the interview situation, and the most important consideration in using 
this method was due to the target group—the elderly who have some unique characteristics: 
lower educational level, easily distracted but talkative, and have enough spare time.  
In San Guanqiao (in the rest of the thesis, I call it ‘San’), the number of the elderly aged 
60 and over, as displayed in Table 4.1, were 37. Among them, 15 were males, and 22 were 
females. I did in-depth interview of all available 34 elders, including two elders who lived in 
the local elders’ welfare home. The other three did not live in the village, but were only 
registered there. When I settled in the village, I also organized two discussion groups, one 
among older women and another among older men. In rural villages, elderly women and men 
seldom chat or play games together, but usually play with same gender friends. In the senior 
recreation centre, I always met elderly men, who played chess, mah-jongg or Chinese poker 
together, but I never saw any elderly woman. An old man said “lao taitai (老太太, elderly 
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women) never use this centre, they play at home.” An elderly woman said, “Only an old lady 
of easy virtue (老不正经, lao bu zheng jing) plays games with lao touzi (老头子, elderly 
men)”.  
In the early morning, the elderly men liked to meet in front of the small glossary at the 
village entrance, chatting with each other and exchanging information; while the elderly 
women gathered within the cooking oil stall next door a bit later as they needed to fulfill the 
morning chores first: cooking breakfast, washing clothes, or other housework. A common 
topic of the either group is their children and grandchildren. In the afternoon, the elderly men 
liked to play mah-jongg with stakes of one Yuan (0.15USD) for a round in the village senior 
recreation centre, but the elderly women dropped in on their peer group friends’ families, 
chatting or only watching TV programs together to pass the time. Most of them did not play 
mah-jongg and thought it was not a women’s game. The local people speak Wu dialect (吴方
言, wu fang yan), a dialect shared by residents in Yangtzi delta area which is totally different 
from Mandarin. Some elders even could not understand Mandarin TV program; when they 
watched TV together, people always heard someone explain the plot to others. When night 
came, the old men and women just stayed at home, watching TV and going to bed around 8: 
00 pm. Their children did not allow them to go out “in case of falling over (摔倒, Shuai 
Dao)”, ”the elder cannot stand a fall, sometimes it is fatal.” Their children always remind 
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In the village Qian Luoyang (in the rest of thesis, I call it ‘Qian’), there were 39 
respondents aged 60 and over. Among them, 19 were males and 20 were females. There were 
several rejected or inaccessible cases, including an elderly lady aged 95 years old who was 
the oldest in the village with serious Alzheimer’s disease, and an elderly lady who usually 
lived in the city Lian Yungang with a married son. Then there was an elderly couple whose 
youngest son was charged in that year because he stole goods from neighbors, making them 
feel humiliated and ‘losing face” (Dui Lian, 丢脸), their neighbors also avoided passing by 
their house and said “time is the most proper way to wash away the shame”. Then, there were 
two old couples who were in Shangdong Peninsular, helping their son to take care of the 
rented farmland all year round. An old couple were in a bad condition, the husband being 
paralyzed in bed all year round and unable to speak clearly, and the wife taking care of him, 
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but not permitted by their son to communicate with any others. Finally, an old woman broke 
her leg and moved to her daughter’s place. An old lady committed suicide several years ago 
after she heard the sons fight against each other about who should take care of her, and 
thought of herself as a burden on them. 
Due to this situation, the importance of participant observation emerged, in that I could 
get information on these inaccessible elders and the opinions from their neighbors. Unlike the 
village San, the local dialect is similar to Mandarin which makes it easier for them to 
understand others and to be understood. Like the other village, the old men also liked to play 
mah-jongg, but as there was not a public space like the recreation center in the village San, 
they usually gathered in an old man’s house with stakes of ten cents (0.015USD) for a round. 
At the end of the day, the winner paid service fees to the house owner, around 1 Yuan. 
Similarly, old women did not play such a game. Every first day of the period of ten days in 
the lunar calendar, there was a bazaar in the town center area which was just ten-minute by 
walk from the village, where some elders sold their hand-made goods or some left rice or 
wheat. Figures 4.18 to 4.20 provide information about the elders’ life in the village Qian.  
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Figure  4.20                                  Old Men at the Night Party  
 
 
In the fieldwork villages, I observed the local residents’ daily life in the natural settings; 
visited their families and chatted with them, asked them about local culture and taboo; and 
joined their activities. For example, I got up in the early morning in order to join the elders’ 
“morning meeting” in San; in the village Qian, I attended the night party everyday; 
sometimes I went to the fields with elders. I wrote down the observation notes, took pictures, 
drew maps, walked around to get familiar with the neighborhood, and discussed with the local 
cadres. When preparing for the fieldwork, I had planned to do interviews of old couples 
separately; however in some cases, it was infeasible: one case was an old lady in the village 
San who had a stroke a few years ago, which caused her to be paralytic and had to stay in bed 
all year round; her husband always accompanied her. When I interviewed the two very old 
women with poor hearing, they needed help from their child or neighbor.  
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At the time of applying for the approval from IRB (Institutional Review Board, ethical 
review), my initial plan was to tape record during the interviews. However, it was unworkable. 
Rural villagers, especially the elders, were very sensitive and uncomfortable with it. Such 
sensitivity was mostly from their experience of radical political movements. They said tape 
recording was some “evidence of what they have said”, and would like to “protect themselves 
from the lash of the tongue, and need not fear when destruction comes”; but said they could 
tell me anytime without recording, even did not mind me taking notes and a long duration of 
the interview. At last, I had to give up and used the alternative plan: taking notes during 
interviewing. The convenience of using this method was that most elders always have time; 
they liked to chat with others. The interview usually took at least a half day or even a whole 
day.  
V:  The Elderly in the Two Landless Villages—Basic Information   
 
The information presented below is the result of running a matrix based on the selected 
themes in Nvivo. The elderly are divided according to two factors: age group and gender, and 
they are categorized into three sub-age groups: the young-old (60-69), the old-old (70-79), 
and the oldest-old (80+). The purpose of such division is to find any difference or similarity 
between and within any sub-groups as well as gender. Table 4.3 outlines the brief picture of 
the elders I interviewed in the two villages. The young-old constitute about half of the total 
elderly, and the percentage of old women is higher than old men in both villages. In the 
village San, all elders of the oldest-old are widowed, three women and one man. In Qian, 
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Table 4.3         The Interviewed Elderly in the Villages by Age Group and Gender 
 




female male female male 
60-69 
Young-old 9 9 10 9 
70-79 
Old-old 6 7 6 5 
80+ 
Oldest-old 5 3 3 1 
Total in number 20 19 19 15 
% in the group 51 49 56 44 
 
 
The marital status of the elderly by age and gender in the two villages is presented in 
Table 4.4. The blanks in the table mean there is no such case (same in the following tables). 
Four categories are used: cohabiting, currently married, never married, and widowed. 
Generally, the percentage of never married elderly is insignificant, and the percentage of 
remarried is zero except for two cohabiting elders. Among the young-old group, most elders 
are currently married; while widowhood among the oldest-old group is quite high. Most 
elders’ marriages were arranged by their parents when they were young during the period 
1949 to 1978, the time of strict political control under the Maoist communist party. The elders 
said that “properly matched marriage” (门当户对, men dang hu dui)  emphasized “family 
background” (家庭成分, Jia ting cheng fen) during this time. Those from poor and lower 
middle peasant families were welcome; but if somebody came from ‘a bad class family’ such 
as landlord and rich peasant origin, it was difficult for them to get married, especially for men. 
Meanwhile, urban-rural intermarriage seldom happened because of the strictly dichotomous 
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Table 4.4                   Marital Status of the Elderly by Gender and Age Group 
 






















Cohabiting           -           - F     1 M     1 2           -           -           - - 
Currently 
married 
F     7 
M    7 
F     3 
M    3 
F     1 
M     1 22 
F     8 
M    7 
F     2 
M    3          - 20 
Never 
married 
F     0 
M    1           -           - 1 
F     0 
M    2           -          - 2 
Widowed F     2 M    1 
F     4 
M    3 
F     3 
M     1 17 
F     2 
M    0 
F     4 
M    2 
F     3 
M    1 12 
Total in 
number 18 13 8 39 19 11 4 34 
% in age 
group  46 33 21 100% 56 32 12 100 
  (Note: F=female, M=male) 
 
The cohabiting case happened in the village Qian: the old man was 83 years old and the 
woman was 88. Both of them were widowed before they stayed together. The man said, when 
they decided to get married, her (the old woman’s) son and relatives of the dead husband were 
strongly against it; and said if they got married, her son would not take care of her in the old 
age. The result of the compromise was they could live together but without legal marriage 
registration, because the old lady’s son and relatives thought that she should be united with 
her husband after her death and be buried in the same tomb. In exchange, the son would take 
care of her in the later years. The old man said his only daughter did not go against him, 
“daughter usually does not disturb her parent(s) affair after getting married”. “That is fine, I 
would like to be united with my daughter’s mother (孩子她妈, hai zi ta ma. This is the 
traditional Chinese way of referring to one’s wife after having a child).” The neighbors said 
another reason was that the old man could enjoy the five-guarantee welfare if he kept single, 
for he only had a daughter. Based on the local government’s regulation, the old parent(s) who 
only have one daughter but without son is (are) regarded as five-guarantee, for the sake of 
encouraging one-daughter families. In fact, cohabitation rather than legal marriage is not 
uncommon among the elders both in rural and urban area. 
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Two cases of never married were recorded in the village San, who were brothers both in 
their 60s. Their family was very poor when they were young; the father died during their 
teenage years and the mother was in bad health. The village cadre and their neighbors said “it 
was the poorest family in the village”. Although the rural village was considered as a 
collective farm before the economic reform, the economic condition of individual family 
depended on how many labor forces it owned and how many labor points (工分, gong fen) 
they earned. When they were teenage boys, they had to earn labor points for the family, but 
each of them could only get half the points of an adult. In fact, they have another brother who 
is aged between them, the parents thought that the second son was bright and might have 
good promise. The other two supported him to receive the complete junior middle school 
education, while the eldest brother was an illiterate and the youngest one just received two 
years primary education. The brothers said they also helped him to set up his family. Their 
sister-in-law was a “xia fang zhi qing”(下放知青，a term applied to the urban youth who 
were sent to rural villages during the middle 1960s and 1970s) from Shanghai in the 1970s. 
But they have not had much contact after he got married, even though they lived next door. 
Both of the brothers said, “nobody needs other’s help”. Privately, the never married brothers 
complained about their sister-in-law a lot, and thought it was her who controlled their brother 
and looked down on them.  
One unmarried case was in Qian. He was an old man aged 65, and had an older brother 
who was a blind man. Local residents said the man was strong physically and good at farming, 
but weak mentally; his brother who was smart but blind was indentured to a local fortune-
teller for five years when he was 11 years old. “This is regarded as a skilled work, and can 
feed myself and family well” the blind man said. In China, a typical future teller is blind man 
who is considered to have some potential ability to predict the unknown world. A common 
portrait of Chinese fortune-teller always will be an old man with a pair of sunglasses and a 
walking stick. As that blind man said, this job was an “option of no options”( 没有办法的办
法, mei you ban fa de ban fa). People would take this as a job only when there are no other 
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better choices to make a living. The parents thought that nobody was willing to marry their 
younger son, and tried their best to set up a family for the blind son, “my parents thought that 
I needed a wife to take care of my daily life”, the blind man said. Finally, the family found a 
blind bride from a nearby town. The younger brother led a vagabond life after the death of his 
parents, and was sent to the local elder’s welfare home for two years. “He is unable to take 
care of himself. If he has money today, he uses it up today, never thinks about tomorrow. His 
house was dirty and smelly”, a local cadre said. When I interviewed him, he said he did not 
contact with the brother frequently, and even did not get invited to the birth rite of a grand-
nephew.  
The educational level of the elderly was very low, as displayed in Table 4.5. In general, 
the elderly women’s educational level was much lower than the elderly men’s in both villages; 
and the young-old and old-old got more education than the oldest-old. Nevertheless China has 
a rich educational history dating back thousands of years; women could not enjoy the 
mainstream education until recent decades, especially in rural villages. The Confucian 
ideology confined Chinese women within their families and restricted them to take roles in 
the society, stressing “a woman without talent is virtuous” (女子无才便是德, nv zi wu cai 
bian shi de). A old lady told me that the family was not willing and poor to have extra money 
to educate daughters in the past，they did not even have enough to feed on, and daughters 
was always considered as other families members. In Qian, most old women were illiterate; 
only one woman got complete primary school education and was reputed as an intellectual 
(文化人, wen hua ren) in her generation. She was 63 years old and a women production team 
leader during the Cultural Revolution period. None of the elderly in the village got senior 
secondary school education. A retired village cadre explained that those who had senior 
secondary school education or above had left the village and worked in cities, “they are city 
dwellers” (城里人, cheng li ren). The elders recalled “literacy classes (扫盲班, sao mang ban) 
and peasants schools (农民学校, nong min xue xiao) during the 1950s to 1970s”, and some of 
them got education in such classes or schools.  
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Table 4.5                Percentage Distribution of the Elderly by Educational Level   
 
 




 Males Females Both sexes Males Females Both sexes 
 
Illiterate 26 80 53 7 52 32 
Incomplete primary school 26 15 21 13 26 21 
Completed Primary school 37 5 21 60 11 32 
Junior secondary school 11 - 5 13 11 12 
Senior secondary school - - - 7 - 3 
Total % 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Total in number  19 20 39 15 19 34 
 
In the village San, only one elderly man was illiterate, who was the never married eldest 
brother mentioned above. Most elderly men got primary school education or more. As the 
elders said, the local tradition was that a man should at least be able to read, “man without 
education is like helpless without his glasses” (睁眼瞎, zheng yan xia). The only old man 
who got senior secondary school education was a retired primary school teacher. The two 
oldest-old men in San and one oldest-old in Qian who got unfinished primary school 
education were retired village cadres. Unlike modern educational system, education before 
1949 had two types of primary school: junior primary school (高小, Gao xiao) and completed 
primary(完小, wan xiao). The former was three-year education from level one to level three; 
the later was equal to the modern one. These three old men got Gao xiao education before 
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Chapter Five         Functional Dimension of Support Network:  
 The Elderly’s Perspective 
 
 
Based on the background information in the previous chapters, the premise of chapters 
Five to Seven is that the landless elderly and their adult children have different life 
experiences, which may lead to different behavior, activities and interaction patterns between 
generations, and cultural understandings of the old-age support networks. The in situ 
occupational transition of the middle-aged children provides me an opportunity to study the 
short-distance interaction between the aged parents and their adult children. This kind of 
relationship may demonstrate some distinct features from those elders whose children are 
migrant workers. The goal of the next two chapters is to explore structural and functional 
dimensions of the support network from the elderly’s perspective in an attempt to understand 
how individual elders sustain their support networks, their behavior and activities in the 
complex patterns of social reality, and the similarities and differences among the elders within 
and between the two landless villages.  
Network analysis from the elders’ perspective, enables me to explore their interpersonal 
world, look at interactions between an elder person and their significant connections including 
individuals or agencies in his /her life, rank them by importance and examine the nature of 
changes in his /her network over time. As a study approach of analyzing social relations, 
network analysis was established in the 1970s from the structural-functional aspect, and “this 
approach focuses attention on relationships between actors rather than on attributes of actors 
or their group memberships” (Marsden & Lin: 1982, p.9). That is, structural network analysis 
stresses social actors. Social relationships embedded in social network which are influenced 
by the network structure.  
For decades, methodologically, network analysis has been mostly dominated by use of 
quantitative approaches. Compared with the quantitative approach, the qualitative one seems 
less standardized. However, the strength of a qualitative approach on network studies is that it 
can be actor and interpretive-oriented, while the quantitative approach is more structural and 
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deductive-oriented. “Qualitative researchers stress the socially constructed nature of reality, 
the intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the situational 
constraints that shape inquiry. They seek answers to questions that stress how social 
experience is created and given meaning” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994: p.4). Qualitative network 
analysis facilitates me to reach an in-depth understanding of individual elder’s informal and 
formal support nodes in a specific social framework; specifically the ways they construct their 
social reality, the subjective meaning of their behavior and activities, and the change of the 
support networks through life stages. This approach also helps me to weave the relationships 
between individual elders and their supportive family members, extending to the local 
community and related nodes, and going beyond the village boundary to the outside world.  
I: What Resources do They Get—from Personal or Public Nodes？ 
1. Tangible Resources from Network Nodes 
Resource flow in the network is an important index to examine the functions of the 
elders’ support networks, enabling the researcher to find from whom the elderly get resources 
and the importance of different nodes, what kind of resource they receive and the frequency. 
In Chapter Three, tangible resource is conceptualized as instrumental support which covers 
economic support and care provision. Table 5.1 presents the information about the tangible 
resources the elderly receive. In Nvivo, six tree sub-themes are set up under the theme 
“sources of resources the elderly get”: resources from daughter, son, grandchild, relatives, 
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Table 5.1                        Resources the Elderly Receive from Different Sources  
 
Qian Luoyang San Guanqiao                                       Village  
Resource  
  number    %  number    % 
Gifts, clothes, snacks 24 62 1 3 
Basic food 1 3 1 3 
Regulated meal 0 0 1 3 
Labor and service  17 44 7 21 
Pocket money /hongbao  15 38 7 21 
Daughter 
Year stipend 1 3 0 0 
Gifts, clothes, snacks 10 26 6 18 
Basic food  22 56 2 6 
Regulated meal 3 8 7 21 
Pocket money /hongbao 9 23 5 15 
Regular stipend 5 13 2 6 
Expenditure on medicine or Medicare 8 21 4 12 
Housing 13 33 6 18 
Family facilities (TV, electric fan, etc) 7 18 5 15 
Son 
Labor and service 8 21 7 21 
Gift, clothes, snacks  3 8 4 12 
Pocket money  1 3 0 0 
Grand 
-children 
Housing  2 5 0 0 
Gifts 1 3 1 3 
Basic Food 1 3 0 0 
Pocket money /Hongbao  2 5 2 6 
Relatives   
(sibling, 
 Nephew) 
Labor and service 1 3 1 3 
Health insurance annual fee payment 21 54 0 0 
Village stipend  2 5 1 3 
Village  
Village welfare /social relief 6 15 0 0 
Old-age pension  0 0 4 12 
Survivor’s insurance 0 0 1 3 
Land insurance 0 0 28 82 
Old-age insurance  0 0 19 56 
Five-guarantee 2 5 2 6 
The cooperative health insurance 30 80 34 100 
Govern 
-ment 
Social relief  3 8 5 15 
Note: one elderly can receive more than one form of resources.  
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Here, some interpretations of some sub-themes need to be given. Pocket money/Hongbao 
(红包) is different from yearly stipend, the former is irregular both in number and period, and 
is often given during Chinese festivals such as the Lunar New Year or mid-August festival; 
the latter refers to regular cash payments to parents both in number and period, usually the 
aged parents obtain stipends once a year and at the end of a year, and from sons working 
outside the village. The number of this type is much higher than the number of pocket 
money/Hongbao. Grandchild here only means children of sons or of matrilocal married 
daughters, since data show grandchild from daughters’ side is insignificant. And “basic food” 
is defined as grain which the elderly parents can survive on year round, and “regular meal” 
means providing cooked food everyday. Village and government resources are considered as 
public resources.  
From the above table, different kinds of the tangible resource can be found: economic 
resources as gifts, basic food and regulated meal, housing and family facilities, which can be 
categorized as material resources; pocket money or Hongbao, stipend from children, medicare 
or medicine payment, kinds of social insurance payment, and social assistance can be 
regarded as monetary resources both from family and public sources. Labor and service is put 
in the care resource category. 
I discuss the situation of the village Qian first. In general, the tangible resources the 
elderly parents got from daughters were limited compared to those they obtained from sons. 
Most daughters did not visit their parents frequently. Young daughters aged around 30 years 
old usually had regular jobs, when they returned home in the later afternoon, they needed to 
take care of their children and prepared for dinner, or worked in other places as migrant 
workers; those around 40s or over normally needed to take care of their grandchildren. If the 
parents lived together with their brothers or next door, they tried to avoid misunderstanding 
from their sisters-in-law, just like a daughter said “I don’t like people to look upon me as 
‘think about my parents’ property’ due to the frequent visits”. If possible, they ought to visit 
parents at some important festivals, such as the Chinese Lunar New Year, Dragon boat 
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festival (端午节, duan wu jie) or mid-August festival(中秋节，zhong qiu jie), bringing some 
gifts to their parents, even pocket money from a hundred Yuan to several hundreds.  
During the interviews, most elders expressed that they really needed their daughters’ 
visits, and stressed two important resources their daughters provided: daily service/care and 
pocket money. In fact, daughters provided much more labor and service than sons, 44 per cent 
VS 21 per cent in the studied villages. Service/care mostly refers to washing and cleaning. 
Some elders pointed out, “I can’t expect my daughter-in-law to wash clothes for me; but 
daughter can do it, they don’t look down on me.” Usually, daughters wash heavy clothes and 
clean for their elderly parents before the Lunar New Year, which means for a clean new year. 
Without the help of daughters, such housework is tough for the elders， for example,  
washing machine is seldom used by the elders, even if the family has it. In chilly winter, some 
elderly men do not wash anything for the whole season.   
The most important tangible resource the elderly got from sons was basic food, and more 
than half of them obtained it; thus elderly parents needed not force themselves to work for 
survival. The possibility came from that the middle-aged children usually stayed in the village 
and worked in the local area. If all sons lived in the village, they shared the obligation, which 
indicated that “more sons do not necessarily mean more support the elders to obtain”, but it 
lightened the burden for each son. Those elderly parents had sons living outside the village, 
especially sons who had some types of “iron rice bowl job” (铁饭碗, tie fan wan), the elders 
might get gifts, pocket money, even stipend from them, but these sons could not be expected 
to provide any other service due to the physical distance. Another important resource the 
elderly got from sons was housing. Family division (分家, fen jia) usually happened when an 
adult son got married. But after the youngest son set up his family, the elderly had little 
property left. The house they lived in was often under the name of a son. However sons living 
in the village seldom provided medicare to the elderly parents. In the village, only sons of a 
76 years old man whose sons paid the surgery expenditure for their widowed father. He was a 
village cadre decades ago, all his sons had “iron rice bowl jobs”, and the second son was the 
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village head now. Although all elders aged 70 or over and most of the young-old people had 
joined the cooperative health insurance for the rural residents, they seldom used it because 
they could not afford the medical payment, even for outpatient clinic. Some children bought 
medicines from pharmacy for their parents without prescription due to the cheap prices.  
From tangible resource aspect, sons provided basic economic resources for parents 
whereas such resources from daughters function as supplementary. The data show that 
upward monetary transfer between the aged parents and children did not happen frequently, 
and the elderly claimed they needed pocket money from their daughters or sons if available. 
The importance of money is obvious under commercialized environment; however such 
upward transfer from children to parents is usually decided by their adult children rather than 
the elderly. A few elders only received row crops from their married sons, but they needed to 
pay the processing fee to get rice or flour. “We need some pocket money to buy cooking oil, 
soy source, medicine, and some other basic things”.  
How about the public resources from the village and government? Do all the elders have 
equal access to such resources?  
The village Qian pays the health insurance annual fee for all the elders aged 70 or over, 
which is 10 Yuan (1.4 USD) per person annually, and gives a Hongbao worth 35 Yuan (5USD) 
and six bags of snacks to them for the Lunar New Year. Two elders who are retired village 
cadres get regular annual stipend of about 3,000 Yuan (430USD) from the village. All other 
elders in the village said they envied them, since they could enjoy their later years and need 
not rely on their children economically. By using their own words, “I can eat what I like, and 
I can go to hospital if I am sick. I don’t have any economic problem.” Some elders even said, 
“if somebody has a good relationship with a village cadre, he can get a job from the village, 
such as managing irrigation, cleaning streets and garbage. When he bids for farmland, he can 
get it at a lower price.”  
A village cadre told me that the village relief program provided assistance to some very 
poor elders, on account that the number who qualified for the government program 
outnumbered the quota the local authority gave. In total, there are only five elders covered by 
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the government program: a five-guarantee old man living in the welfare home, a blind old 
man, an elderly couple with their three grandchildren whose son and daughter-in-law died, 
and an one-daughter-only five-guarantee elder, they are subsided with less than 100 Yuan 
(15USD) per month respectively, excluded the first five-guarantee old man since he lives in 
the local elders’ home and is protected by the five-guarantee welfare. But interestingly, it was 
said that another one-daughter-only five-guarantee elder mentioned in the previous chapter 
refused to receive the assistance. The village has to subsidize the other six very poor elders 
who could not join the government’s program.  
In accordance with the local authority’s criteria, such program secures people who are 
disabled, elders without spouse and child or who only have a daughter. The ideology of any 
government welfare program for the rural elderly is that the family /children is/are considered 
as their first source of the old-age support. But the point is that the government does not take 
into consideration of their families/children economic and others’ capicity and their 
families/children’s willingness, and also lack detailed regulations to manage children’s 
behavior towards their parents. Hence, economically, the most vulnerable aged are not those 
elders receiving assistance from public sources, but those who have sons neglecting filial 
obligations. When it happens, the aged parents have to suffer the weakness of the traditional 
and imaginary strong support nodes while the public support is not available.  
In the village San, the situation is somewhat different. Compared to the elderly in the 
previous village, the elders receive less resource both from their sons and daughters; and none 
of the tangible resource up flow from children to the elder parents is active. By contrast, the 
public resources especially government resources obtaining are extraordinary high, which are 
associated with the landless compensation. The elderly in both villages acknowledged that 
formal resources from government were more reliable, enabling them to retain economic 
independence and sustaining good relationships with children. In Qian, more than 60 per cent 
of the elders obtain basic food or regulated meal from sons, while the elders in San can 
basically support themselves on the grounds that they obtain relatively stable pension from 
government. The elders liked to say, “as long as I have money, I would not ask my children 
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for help. Their overheads are high.” Some even said “I’m too old to save money for them 
(children); at least I don’t like to be a burden”.  
A local social welfare program for the elderly is that an elder can enjoy old-age pension 
(55 for females, 60 for males), of about 100 Yuan (15USD) monthly, on the condition that all 
his/her adult sons and daughters-in-law have joined the old-age insurance scheme. Second, on 
account of farmland requisitioned by the local government, each local resident is subsidized a 
lump-sum of 19,500 Yuan (2,800USD); the annual pension payment for ‘the social insurance 
for the compensation of farmland’, 1,800 Yuan (260USD) for female reaching 55 or male 
reaching 60 years old; and an elder can get an extra 100 Yuan (15USD) from the land 
insurance scheme when he/she reaches 70 years old. Third, almost all elders have joined the 
cooperative health insurance for the rural residents, costing 50 Yuan (7.15USD) per person 
each year, which may pay 40,000 Yuan hospital expenses annually at most. Fourth, those 
without spouse, child and helpless, usually called “five guarantee” elders, are supported by 
government and can apply for the elder’s welfare home. Thus, the minimum income for an 
elder in San is the land insurance + landless compensation excluding five-guarantee elders 
living in the welfare home, and plus extra landless subsidiary if he /she reaches 70 years old. 
In addition, five elders enjoy other old-age pension schemes, which are much higher than the 
land-insurance or old-age insurance for the rural residents, because they are retired local 
cadres or teacher. 
Although most elders in both villages join the cooperative health insurance (农村合作医
疗保险，nong cun he zuo yi liao bao xian) for the rural residents (80 % in Qian, 100% in 
San), the benefits and payment of it in San is much better than in Qian, both for outpatient 
clinic and hospitalization. Tooth loss commonly exists among the elders and is not under the 
coverage of the insurance, they would not like to spend their saving to fix them. Hypertension 
is a common disease; the elders in Qian only buy a cheap antihypertensive drug around 2 
Yuan (0.30USD) for one month usage. Both the elderly themselves and their children in Qian 
generally acknowledged that the very old elders needed not be hospitalized, “they are old 
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enough, and should not waste children’s money”. By contrast, the elders themselves in San 
can afford the price for outpatient clinic. There were four cases of sons paying for “the high 
expenditure on medicine or medicare”, because the expenditure of surgery and medicine 
could not be covered by the insurance totally, or some treatment or medicine was not within 
the insurance lists, or expenditure exceeded the payment limit. An old lady aged 76 years old 
got lung cancer three years ago, her three sons paid 40,000 Yuan (7,800USD) excluding the 
health insurance claim. In 2006, a very old woman in the later 80s had an eye operation; she 
said the health insurance was not enough; her two sons paid the rest, about 8,000 Yuan 
(1,150USD). By contrast, in the village Qian, only an elder Wang did the surgey who I 
mentioned in the previous chapter, and whose sons have “iron rice bowl job”. Thus, a point is 
that economic condition of an elder himself/herself and his/her children (especially son) is an 
important factor in defining health and treatment for the old age. A second point is that local 
environment might be a factor to affect people’s decision. 
The data tell me that resources provided by grandchildren as well as other relatives like 
nephew or siblings are insignificant, although most grandchildren in both villages are brought 
up by their grandparents. One reason is that they are at the age of high overheads caused by 
continuing education, preparing marriage, having a child or even paying fine for a second 
child, or building a new house, etc. Second and a more important factor, economic 
connections between grandparents and grandchildren are loose in that old-age support is 
considered as children’s rather than grandchildren’s obligation. Some of the grandchildren 
have migrated to cities and returned to the village once a year at most; it is difficult to 
maintain a long-distance relationship between them, because it is not feasible to make a phone 
call or write letter to their grandchildren with the limited condition. The bond between 
grandparent-grandchildren weakens; In addition, sibling ties of the old people fade with age, 
and in their words is “all my siblings need other’s help, all of them have to depend on their.”    
The above table and analysis only provides the information and interpretation of the 
tangible resources the elderly receive from personal or public nodes of the networks. However, 
resources from adult children or agencies are not necessarily their main resource. Hence, the 
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elders’ own resources or those of their spouses need to be examined. In the Chinese context, it 
is impossible to divide a couple’s resources if the spouse is alive. Table 5.2 shows annual 
cash income level of the elderly per person in the two villages, the data are based on their 
self-report. In the table, two scales are used to measure their income levels: “500 Yuan scale” 
to measure from “below 500 to 3,000”, and use “1,000 Yuan scale” to measure from “3,001 to 
10,000” Yuan. Those elders whose income is more than 10,000 are not divided on the ground 
that they were reluctant to tell me the accurate income. Cumulative percentage counting 
method is used, which makes it easy to compare the difference between the two villages. 
Table 5.3 gives information of income sources of the elderly, from which their main income 
source can be clearly found out.  
 
Table 5.2              Annual Cash Income Level of the Elderly per Person (Yuan) 
 
Qian Luoyang San Guanqiao                         Village  
Children number cumulative 
 percentage%  
number cumulative 
 percentage% 
Below 500 5 12.8 0 0 
501-1,000 9 35.9 2 5.9 
1,001-1,500 5 48.7 0 5.9 
1,501-2,000 6 64.1 0 5.9 
2,001-2,500 3 71.8 0 5.9 
2,501-3,000 6 87.2 0 5.9 
3,001-4,000 1 89.7 4 17.6 
4,001-5,000 1 92.3 1 20.6 
5,001-6,000 2 97.4 9 47.1 
6,001-7,000 0 97.4 5 61.8 
7,001-8,000 0 97.4 1 64.7 
8,001-9,000 0 97.4 2 70.6 
8,001-10,000 0 97.4 2 76.5 
10,000+ 1 100 8 100 
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Table 5.3                Main Income Source of the Elderly in the Villages (Number) 
 
Qian Luoyang San Guanqiao Village 
Income source number % number % 
Own income  25 64 17 50 
Own saving 6 15 4 12 
Hongbao/ pocket money from Children 24 62 7 21 
Stipend from children  6 15 1 3 
Pocket money from relatives (sibling,  
Nephew, or others)  
2 5 0 0 
Hongbao from previous work unit 0 0 2 6 
Stipend from the village 2 5 1 3 
Welfare assistance from the village  6 15 3 9 
Social relief  5 13 0 0 
Land insurance  0 0 28 82 
Rural old-age insurance  0 0 19 56 
Rental of housing 0 0 10 29 
Old-age pension 0 0 5 15 
       Note: one elderly can receive more than one form of resources.  
 
As displayed in Table 5.2, an enormous income gap clearly exists between the two 
villages; the average income level of San is much higher. None of the elders in San gets 500 
Yuan or less cash income; while in the village Qian, there are five elders whose annual cash 
income belongs to “below 500 Yuan (75USD)” category, including that five-guarantee elder 
living in the elderly’s welfare home. As he gets basic supports (food, clothing, medical care, 
housing and burial expenses) from government, and 10 Yuan (1.5USD) monthly subsidy from 
the home, it is difficult to make a judgment that he is poorer than others whose income is 
higher. The other four whose cash income is lower than 500 Yuan include:  
An elderly woman aged 95 years old, who does not have the ability to deal with the 
bills or buy goods. Her sons pay for her, money her daughter gives is also put in her 
eldest son’s place. She said “I do not need any money”. 
 
An elderly woman aged 73 years old, plants rice and vegetables. The pocket money 
she gets is from her daughters; her sons never give her any cash, but buy pesticide 
and fertilizer for her.  
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An elderly couple in their 60s, plant rice, wheat and vegetables for themselves and 
also for their three sons’ families, they do not have any daughter. Sons buy 
pesticide and fertilizer for them, and give them pocket money during three festivals 
a year (the Lunar New Year, Dragon festival and mid-August festival), each of 
them gives the parents two hundreds Yuan per festival.  
 
At the 500-1,000 Yuan income level, there are nine elders in Qian, but it is the lowest 
income level for the two elders living in the elders’ home in San whose monthly stipend is 40 
Yuan and get Hongbao at every Chinese New Year, and the home covers all other expenditure 
for them, such as eating, basic medicare, and housing. Most elders (87.2%) in Qian get less 
than 3,000 Yuan (445USD) annually, though the normal annual income of the elders in San is 
at least this level. In San, more than half of the elders’ annual income is higher than 5,000 
Yuan, but less than 3 percentage of their counterparts’ income exceeds that level in Qian. 
According to the data, although cash income is an index to examine the elderly’s economic 
well-being, it is not necessarily the most important economic resource the elderly get. Its role 
depends on what other economic resources they get, such as basic food, housing, bill payment, 
medicare, and so on.  
The rural poverty line in Jiangsu province is 840 Yuan (120USD) annual net income per 
person since 2007, which is associated with the rural Basic Living Allowance scheme (BAL) 
to guarantee people whose income is lower than that line.11 In accordance with this criterion, 
none of the elders in San is qualified for such a scheme. However, it is more difficult to 
measure rural residents’ economic condition than their urban counterparts. In the village Qian, 
none of the elders whose income is less than 500 Yuan is covered by the scheme excluding 
that five-guarantee elder. The reason has been discussed above.   
A significant distinction between the villages is that the most important income resource 
of the elderly in Qian is from their labor-intensive work: farming or running small business; 
while public resources as the land insurance and old-age pension are the most important ones 
for the elders in San. Interestingly, the report from the elders about “whether they receive 
                                               
11 Annual family income= (family total income-cost of production-tax)/total family member. Subsidiary 
standard = total family member X allowance standard per month-family real income per month. 
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rural old-age insurance” in San was much lower than the data a local cadre giving me, 56 % 
and 90 % respectively. The elders in both villages expressed, “I will not ask money from my 
children as long as I can earn money. After all, counting on myself is easier than counting on 
others.” That is why some scholars describe rural elders as “work till they die”. Hongbao or 
pocket money for the elderly in Qian is also significant in the elders’ daily life; while earning 
extra money from their work, working in construction site or factories, doing embroidery or 
raising silk worms, or other part-time jobs is meaningful in San. Economically, the elderly in 
San are more independent, but the elderly in Qian still need to rely on their children at least 
partly. With age, the elders obtain less cash transfer from their children, but more material 
resources like basic food or regular meal. An interpretation is these elders have less ability to 
deal with bills. Another interpretation is “they (these elders) need not use money, well fed is 
enough for them”, a child said.   
In Qian, available part-time jobs are much tougher, fewer, and labor-intensive. They  
need a powerful body, which only some young-old people can provide; such jobs include 
picking cotton for some “super cotton producers” in the early autumn, picking up some useful 
things from industrial wastes, and doing occasional work at seafood factories during harvest 
season in the nearby harbor. If the income of an elder is inadequate or just enough to cover his 
/her expenditure, he/she has to reduce it to make sure they still have some savings. For 
example, they use well water instead of piped water, eat vegetables from their field, some 
eggs from their own chickens at most, as meat is seldom seen all year round, do not watch TV 
program or use other electrical facilities, use old style oven for which they can collect 
firewood freely from field or construction sites, cook once a day and eat even bad food during 
summer, and mutually help other neighbors to cut their hair. Most elders join the night party 
in order to save money—they need not use a light at home. An old woman only pays 3 Yuan 
(0.5USD) monthly for the electric bill.  
The farming pattern the elders follow is hard and labor-intensive especially during harvest 
time. They have to make a choice between hiring a machine to do the job or do it by 
themselves to cut costs. Their early life experiences make them feel insecure, and most elders 
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have some savings whatever their economic conditions are. The uncertainty of their health 
condition and unstable financial provision from their children cause them worry about their 
future especially in serious illness, because they know their children are not willing to pay the 
medicare bill, and say “people can not predict their longevity, even very old people”. The 
elders also mentioned the different social periods, “everything needs money now, it is 
different from in the past”; “although life is better, I miss the bygone days. All of us were 
equally poor, nobody laughed at others”.  
Whatever their income level, the elders in both villages thought that economic resource 
was the most important one, and liked to say “everything goes easily if I have money”. The 
elders generally acknowledged that their life at present was better than before. Meanwhile, 
they also liked to do comparison with their neighbors or others. For example, they said they 
knew their neighbors’ economic condition very well, and always stated “whose living 
standard is better, or whose living standard is worse”. They also told me about “which village 
or region was wealthy or poor”; and said they envied the urban elders, “we are nong chun ren 
(农村人, the rural residents), due to our unkind fate”. In Qian, the elders gave such comment, 
“they (the urban elders) lead a nice life, and have the old age pension”. The elders in San 
claimed, “their (the urban elders) pension is much higher than ours”.  
Similar in both villages, among the aged generation, husband plays a more important role 
in earning economic resources: he is the main labor force in farming; when a couple run small 
business, husband takes most physical labor works, such as grilling soybean manually to 
make tofu; and it is he who usually finds a part-time job. Old women treat their husbands as 
“mainstay” (主心骨, zhu xin gu), not only physically but also psychologically. Among old 
couples, it is often man who makes decision. Old women play more important role in 
providing kinds of care or service, cooking, washing, cleaning. The data indicate the 
weakness of the traditional strong support nodes—sons. Unless public resources are available, 
they have to keep themselves economically active.  
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In the fieldwork sites, the elders were very sensitive to any change of food price, like pork 
meat, cooking oil, rice and wheat, because these prices affect their daily consumption. While 
my fieldwork was ongoing in the second half of 2007, the price of pork increased 
dramatically due to the outbreak of “blue ear disease” nationwide. Subsequently, the price of 
cooking oil, rice and so on inflated. The elders felt anxiety; some of them even bought and 
stored items such as cooking oil in case of inflation. They said “we can survive without pork, 
but we need rice, cooking oil, or other basic goods.” 
A question arising here is what causes the big economic gap among the elders? At the 
village level, a significant factor is whether the universal public resources, especially 
government resources, are available. As the elders in San commonly received such resources, 
they can be economically independent at least; but their counterparts in Qian rarely have 
opportunity to access them. This difference essentially comes from the economic gap between 
the two regions: Suzhou and Liang Yungang. Although both regions are within Jiangsu 
Province, the economic gap between them is huge; according to the provincial statistics, total 
GDP of Suzhou overwhelms that of Liang Yungang, more than 5 times, thus making more 
resources available for social security programs. Regarded as the pioneering region of village 
and township enterprises, rural industrialization in Suzhou has developed for three decades. 
According to the 2006 statistics, annual per capita net income of rural residents was 9,281 
Yuan (1,400USD) in Suzhou, while it was 4,265 Yuan (630USD) in Lian Yungang.12 The 
income levels in the two villages chosen for this study reflect the different economic levels in 
the two regions. Due to the different level of economic development between the two villages, 
the economic activities of the elderly are different. The young-old elders in San participate 
actively in kinds of supplementary works, and get a relatively reasonable income. However, 
their counterparts in Qian are still involved in farm-related or other labor-intensive work, or 
stay at home to take care of their grandchildren.  
At the individual level, personal characteristics, age, health, and knowledge contribute to 
this gap. Here, knowledge but not formal education is emphasized which specifically refers to 
                                               
12 Statistical Yearbook of Jiangsu Province 2007. www.jssb.gov.cn/jstj/jstj/2007/nj20.htm. 
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market-oriented knowledge and survival skills. Those elders who know how to make money 
in such a society are praised as “having a quick mind” (脑子活, nao zi huo). In the village 
Qian, the elders normally did not agree that a higher educational level promoted the economic 
condition. When analyzing the data, it was difficult for me to find a relationship between 
elder’s educational background and economic income. For example, one couple in Qian have 
primary and junior secondary school education respectively, this is seldom seen in the village, 
but their individual income is lower than 500 Yuan. But all retired carders who get village 
stipend or government pension in both villages have at least junior primary school education. 
In general, young elders have more opportunities to improve their economic conditions. 
Furthermore, child especially son is still an substantial factor in creating such a gap; that is, 
the economic condition of the children and whether the elders can obtain economic support 
from them are important. Thus, when the economic difference among elders is emphasized, 
such gap also needs to be examined between generations within the family, because the 
economic condition of the elderly is usually lower than that of their children.  
An obvious conclusion is drawn from the above discussion: the primary function of the 
support network of the elderly is economic support, which is more important than any other 
type. Most elders in the village Qian do not have access to public resources, they need to get 
economic resources from their sons; meanwhile, they acknowledge they cannot demand too 
much from their children. By contrast, in San, the elders are covered by the land insurance 
pension, the old-age pension and land insurance on reaching 70 years old, subsidized by rental 
or part-time job. Thus they can basically feed themselves. Financial support from their 
children mostly happens when they are seriously ill. In both villages, the elders also receive 
care and other services from both sons and daughters as presented above. However, the elders 
commonly feel lonely; they said their children were so busy that they could not meet 
everyday, even when they live in the same village. They have to chat with other elders or 
watch TV programs to pass the time.  
  127 
Thus, an obvious difference between these two villages is that the economic resources 
from their adult children in the village Qian act as the elders economic basic needs, while the 
economic resources from the adult children in the village San take the role of the elders’ 
economic wellbeing. 
2. Intangible Resources from Network Nodes 
In Chapter Three, intangible/ psychological resource provision is defined as a type of 
functional support, and family members are major providers. Chinese Confucian tradition 
pointed out that it was an important element of filial piety, and the elders in the study also 
acknowledged it. The elders emphasized a kind of intangible resource—future expectation. In 
both villages, some families concretized it in the forms of oral or written contract which 
arranged generational support in detail. For example, what kinds of resource would the 
children provide to the aged, when would the children provide such support, how to distribute 
the obligation among siblings. Usually, local authoritative people like cadres and seniors in 
the clan are arbitrators. Interestingly, such contract is little concerned with the generational 
coresidence for the aged parents. In most conditions, the adult children decide the content, but 
also take their neighbors’ situation as a reference. In the fieldwork sites, the elders normally 
hoped their children do it. Having a concretized future expectation, it meant to an elder that 
he/she need not worry about his / her basic economic support from the children at least, and 
minimize the risk in the later years. From another point view, it reduces the conflicts among 
siblings, especially sons on supporting the old parents. Some elders like to say, “my sons have 
arranged my later years”. Parents-child relationship and filial piety is rationalized under this 
contract.   
They also mentioned one kind of this support, for which I use the term “mental 
consolation”. As analyzed in the first section, tangible resources provision usually occurs 
between old parents and their adult children, especially sons; but is insignificant between 
grandparents and grandchildren. However, mental consolation which comes from either 
children or grandchild is different; it does not emphasize the frequency of interaction among 
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family members, but stresses what can be described as “Zhang Liang”(长脸，have face ) , 
“you lian mian”(有脸面，have face), and interpreted as to win honors or build a good 
reputation for family. To them, having a male offspring itself is a basic mental consolation 
even if he does not show any filial obligation, which is associated with family continuity. And 
when a grandchild attends a good university or a child/grandchild is a successful businessman 
or official the elder feels proud and likes to tell everybody.  
When reading the data once again, I find that those elders without any public resources or 
without a concretized old-age support contract from their children feel more stressful. They 
emphasized two uncertainties: their health condition, which affected whether they could earn 
money and whether they needed to pay medicare bill; resources especially economic 
resources provision from their children.    
Cultural feedback and family solidarity are also regarded as a type of intangible support; 
and the elders living with their children or grandchildren are better informed. For example, 
these elders have some knowledge of using electrical appliances, even hand phone or 
computer. Further, as an elderly lady said, “when I die, the family will split up”; “I mediate 
the relationship between my children.” Indeed, local environment and public opinions affect 
the functions of the family support network. They like to say, “I cannot be laughed at by 
others, otherwise, I will lose face”, or “I just follow others”. Connection methods between 
older parents and their children are very traditional ones; most elders in Qian and more than 
half of elders in San do not have telephones in their houses, whereas telephone or mobile 
phone, computer, and internet are very popular in San and not uncommon in Qian. The elders 
are far away from modern life. Consequently, a disadvantage of such network is that they 
cannot deal with some emergency, such as falling sick during the night.  
How about religious belief, is it an important intangible resource to most of the elders? 
This topic is discussed in the next section.  
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II: How Does Religion Function in the Support Network?  
Religious group can be regarded as an informal node like neighbors or peer group. In fact, 
the numbers of the elders who have religion are quite low, especially in the village Qian. To 
my surprise, none of the elderly in this village think they are Buddhist, which is the most 
popular religion in China. In the last decade, Christianity has developed quickly in rural 
villages; churches are found in many towns. Not to my surprise, most Christians are women. 
Table 5.4 shows religious belief of the elderly in the villages by gender. The data in this part 
is not only from interview but also from observation and church visiting.  
 
Table 5. 4                      Religious Belief of the Elderly in Villages by Gender 
 
Qian Luoyang San Guanqiao 







N % N % N % N % N % N % 
Buddhist 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 37 1 7 8 24 
Christian 3 15 1 5 4 10 1 5 0 0 1 3 
Taoist 0 0 1 5 1 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 
No religion 17 85 17 90 34 87 11 58 14 93 25 73 
Total  20 100 19 100 39 100 19 100 15 100 34 100 
 
Why do some elders convert to Christianity? What kind of elderly does so? What type of 
resource does the religion provide? The data is from interview record of elder Christians in 
churches and observation; I generalize the reasons as follows:  
· For the longevity, health and good prosperity of themselves and their children;  
· They are told if they really believe in God, they need not see a doctor which they 
cannot afford, and recover from disease without treatment; 
· If they pray sincerely, their wishes will come true. For example, their daughter-in-
law/daughter will give birth to a boy, or their grandchild will pass a particular entrance 
examination;  
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· They don’t feel lonely in the church, people in the church call others as “sisters and 
brothers”, they are kind; 
· The only God is Jesus; he will help them to heaven, not the hell which Buddhists 
always describe.  
 
History of Christianity in China is also the history of adaptation and localization, and it 
gradually absorbs the Chinese worldview. Data show that both villages are not Christian 
centered, some elders converted to be Christians due to some unfulfilled desires in reality for 
themselves or for their children, thus they seek help from their faith. In the village San, the 
majority of Christians are migrants who have difficulty in integrating into the local 
environment. However, these local elder Christians are also marginalized by others in the 
communities and even their families.  
The Christian church does not provide any concrete help to disciples, but mental 
consolation. Interestingly, these Christian converts do not change their original view of the 
world. As interpreted above, it is difficult for the elders especially in Qian to access hospital 
treatment due to the low income and public social security program, although they join the 
cooperative health insurance for the rural residents. When their children cannot or do not have 
any ability to do something for them, they need to find other sources. Further, such faith is not 
only for themselves, but also for their families and children. In Qian and surrounding areas, 
son-preference still dominates. For a family whose first child is a daughter, it obviously needs 
to have a son. Several years ago, illegal fetus sex identification machines were popularly used; 
but it has been strictly prohibited by the government recently. These families seek different 
ways of trying to “produce” a son, and the old parents think it is also their duty to care about 
the family continuity and family future. They like to say, “I’m not willing to see the family 
ending in my or my children’s generation.” 
What kind of elders are Christian? Some similarities among the interviewed elders in both 
villages:  
· They have some intimate relatives who are Christians, and persuade them to believe 
in it;   
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· They are not in good health, and have some particular diseases; 
· They don’t have good relationship with their sons;  
· They are marginalized by the majority in the villages, therefore they convert to 
Christianity. However, Christian belief intensifies their marginalized situation in the local 
communities.    
 
However, most elders in the two villages claim they do not have any religious belief, 
especially the old men. They said:  
· “I’m communist party member, I don’t believe it” (an elderly man aged 67 years old 
in San, and an elderly man aged 78 years old in Qian); 
 
· “I don’t believe it, what can it do for me?” (an elderly woman aged 67 years old in 
San, an elderly woman aged 61 years old in Qian); 
 
· “Our son died; does it (religion) show any favor to we?” (an elderly couple aged 78 
and 77 respectively in Qian); 
 
· “I don’t believe god and ghost”(more than ten elders gave me such answer); 
 
· “This is superstition” (most elders told me like this). 
 
A very interesting finding about religious faith of Chinese is that many elders believe the 
existence of “eighteen layers of hell” which combines Buddhism, Taoism, even folk 
witchcraft concepts, making a difference between heaven and hell. Unlike Christian, 
according to it, when someone’s karmic debt is too heavy, he/she cannot go anywhere but to a 
different layer of “eighteen layers of hell”. Some Buddhist Temples in China present the 
images of ghosts and hell which provide visualized image of it. The elders acknowledged that 
death was inevitable; but some hints are found from the data: they believed they needed to 
prepare something for the life after death. Although most elders claimed they did not have any 
religion, they really had some religious belief; at least they had some belief about god and 
ghost in their sub-consciousness.  
In the village Qian, residents like to put the statue of Bodhisattva Guan-yin, or Fu Lu 
Shou (福禄寿, fairies of felicity and longevity) three fairies in their sitting rooms. Some 
elders said, they put the little red book”(红宝书, hong bao shu) on the shrine during the 
cultural revolution. However, inner decoration of the elders’ homes is always simple; 
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sometimes they only put up pictures of fairies on the wall. During the lunar festivals, they 
burn incense and joss paper, and pray. Figures 5.1 & 5.2 display examples of modern joss 
paper, sometimes it is called Hell bank notes. It is a more modern form of joss paper, and the 
image of Jade emperor(玉皇大帝，yu huang da di), the monarch of heaven, is shown on it. 
Interestingly, the nominal value of such joss paper is often extremely high. In the pictures 
below, the values in the pictures below are two and five billion respectively.  
 





In San, residents emphasize the importance of their kitchens, decorate their traditional 
ovens and respect the kitchen God (灶王爷, zao wang ye) (Figure 5.3). At the high place of 
some families’ main gates, they hang mirrors, called as Zhao Yao Jing (照妖镜, a monster-
revealing mirror). Nowadays, the younger people in both villages like to place the god of 
money (财神爷, cai shen ye) in their houses for good fortune. Residents of both villages do 
ancestor worship ritual in some important lunar festivals, the tomb-sweeping day, the ghost 
festival, mid-Autumn festival, winter solstice, and New Year’s Eve. But the ritual is simple, 
burning joss paper at the home gate or cemetery, preparing sacrifice food, and kneeling to 
ancestor’s imagines or only a particular “direction”. When I asked the elders to comment on it, 
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a very popular answer was “get psychological comfort, and set up a good example for 
children”; “the parents show it to the sons. When we die, my sons will follow it”, or “I can see 
my ancestors without regret and guilt”. 




In general, a conclusion is reached that the elders’ (China’s people at large) religious 
belief is secularized. Religious faith does not mean escaping the world, but connecting closely 
to mundane life; and their practices are mostly pragmatic and rational. Or it could be said 
those who are deeply faithful in religion are not substantial; when an elder finds his/her 
religious faith is useless, he/she might give up or even convert to others. Religion and 
spirituality are related, the latter is more important to the elders: they hope religion could help 
them to solve some difficulties in reality; the idea about religion is “what is it able to do for 
me?” replacing “how does it support me as a belief?”. They treat a religion as an investment 
of time, money and faith; and need a return which is in the form of concrete reality in this 
world or the life after death.   
For the elders, dying, death and funeral are inevitable issues. However, discussing with an 
elder about such topics is impolite, especially for a young outsider. In fact, the elders often 
talk about them naturally, and feel somewhat sorrowful about leaving this world. To die is not 
only a biological process; it is also a social process, and the elders are socialized themselves 
to face it. It is a process to convince themselves their behavior in this world is good enough to 
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go to heaven. In accordance with the Confucian filial obligation, funeral is also an important 
element for the children showing filial piety to their parents. That means caring for the parents 
also comprises providing a dignified funeral and making sacrifices to them after their death. 
No matter whether Chinese people have religious belief, or what religious group they belong 
to, they have some folk view of gods and ghosts, which is related to their opinions about 
death and dying. People believe the world after death is like this world, people need money, 
house, etc, and the dead need their offspring to burn Joss paper to them.  
In reality, children usually hold a dignified funeral for their parents, regardless of the 
relationship between them. The feeling of offspring to ancestors is complex; combining 
respect, fear, harmony, worship; and people hope the dead will bless them. On the other hand, 
a luxury funeral ceremony is the result of comparison among the younger people; sometimes, 
it is not associated with filial piety. Thus, the reason why people show filial piety after the 
death of parent rather than when the parents are still alive is understandable. However, the 
data do not support me to do the comparison of funeral budget in the two villages. Some cases 
in Qian and the surrounding area show it is from 10,000 to 20,000 Yuan (1,450 to 2,900USD). 
When I stayed in the village Qian, local residents complained about the inflation, and a 
woman whose family paid for a funeral recently told me that they could not hold a respectable 
funeral with a same budget spending in last year. In China, it is a custom that the bereaved 
family provides a banquet to their relatives and neighbors. They gave me an example, the 
price of pork was doubled that summer, Pork ball was a common dish in a ceremony, 
however, they had to replace it by toufu ball which was much cheaper, and they provide less 
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Chapter Six         Structural Dimension of Support Network: 
The Elderly’s Perspective  
  
 
I: Living Arrangement—An Index of Support for the Elderly?  
1. Living Arrangements of the Elderly in the Two Villages 
Living arrangements of the elderly is defined as a kind of structural support, considering 
inter/intra generational living arrangement and geographic proximity. The detail in both 
villages is displayed in Table 6.1 by four categories: never-married, cohabiting, currently 
married, and widowed. Although some young-old people still had surviving parents, none of 
the respondents lived with them. In rural villages, never-married and childless elders have 
three options: live alone, with a relative or in an elders’ welfare home. But the second option 
seldom occurs. The eldest brother discussed in the village San was not qualified for “five 
guarantee”, for the reason that he had an adopted daughter who lived in a nearby town. The 
detailed Five-guarantee regulation is varied from place to place. In Liang Yungang, a rural 
elder who only has a daughter is treated as five-guarantee in order to promote the one-child 
policy; however, in Suzhou, a wealthy region where the one child policy has been strictly 
implemented for nearly three decades, only those childless single elders without any working 
ability enjoy the benefits.  
For currently married elders, four types of living arrangements were recorded: with 
spouse only, with spouse and a married child’s family, with spouse and unmarried child(ren), 
and with spouse and grandchild(ren). The most common possibility was to live with his /her 
spouse, and only a few of them lived with their married children. In the village San, two 
couples who lived with their married children were matrilocal marriage families. Due to early 
marriage and giving birth at an early age, the opportunity to live with unmarried child (ren) 
was very low. The only couple who lived with an unmarried child were recorded in San. 
Their son was seriously ill, and the elderly parents took him to Shanghai every month to meet 
medical experts. In Qian, a couple also had an unmarried son who was a senior secondary 
school student in a nearby town. He lived in the school dormitory and only came back home  
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       Table  6. 1                                                                   Living Arrangement of the Elderly in the Villages 
 
Qian Luoyang San Guanqiao Village 
 















Live alone  - - - - 1 - - 3 Never 
married  The elderly welfare 
home 1      3 1 - - 3 
Cohabit 
-ing Live with partner  - - 2 5 - - - - 
With spouse only 6 4 2 31 5 5 - 29 
With spouse and a 
married child 2 2 - 10 6 - - 17 
With spouse and 
unmarried 
child(ren) 
- - - - 2 - - 6 
Currently 
married  
With spouse and 
grandchild(ren) 6 1 - 18 2   - - 6 
Live alone  3 6 2 33 1 4 2 21 
The elderly welfare 
home - - - - - - 1 3 
With a married 
child - - - -  1 1 1 9 
Widowed  
With a married 
grandchild - - - - - 1 - 3 
Total % 46 33 21 100 56 32 12 100 
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once a month at a weekend, even during winter or summer vacation. “He will take the college 
entrance examination next year, and needs to work hard”, his father told me. Three couples in 
Qian and a couple in San lived with their grandchildren. Such skip-generational living 
arrangement can be divided into two sub-groups: the first is the temporarily skip-generation 
living arrangement, occurred as the middle generation works in some other place as farmers, 
factory workers, or businessmen. When the adult child comes back, such living arrangement 
might shift to three-generational co-residence or split into two households. The second is the 
relatively stable one, due to the death of the adult child. Important factors affecting the second 
type of skip-generational living arrangement are the marriage of the grandchildren and their 
migration. 
As widows, the most feasible living arrangement is “live alone” or in the elder’s home if 
qualified, especially for elderly men. In San, a five-guarantee old lady aged 81 years old lived 
in the elders’ welfare home. Her husband died when she was quite young in her early 30s and 
without a child. She refused to be remarried or adopt a child, and said “it is a shame to be 
remarried”, “an adopted child cannot be depended upon, and they do not show filial piety”. 
An elderly widow aged 79 years old lived with her married grandson who was 33 years old. 
Her matrilocal married daughter and son-in-law died many years ago, and she brought up the 
grandchild independently.  
Marital status of the elderly themselves and their adult children is an important factor 
which affects the living arrangements of the elderly; being widowed is not a positive factor 
that contributes to living with a married child, especially for old men. Among the oldest-old 
age group, the possibility of living with family members other than spouses is very low. If 
their spouse died, normally, they live alone. An obvious reason is that their adult children are 
also older adults; they need to take care of their grandchildren and think about their coming 
old age future. Interestingly, more than half of these elders once lived with their parents after 
their marriage; therefore, they have experienced the traditional stem family and modern 
nuclear family alternately throughout the life course. Housing condition is also a factor 
affecting generational coresidence. The houses those elders living with the married sons are 
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the older ones. When their children build a new house, mostly, it is the time for them to live 
separately.   
In the village San, the motivations for the elderly living with their married children or 
grandchildren include: they and their child’s family could do everything separately under the 
same roof; other children supported the parent(s) living with a sibling; they were quite 
wealthy, so they covered most or all of family expenditures; the son did not like to live 
independently, he needed not earn money to support his wife and child; the child died, she 
brought her grandson up independently; matrilocal marriage arrangement. In Qian, reasons 
include: the divorce of a son, so they had to take care of the son and grandchild; other 
children supported the parent(s) living with a sibling. Usually, the parents give the best room 
equipped with the best facilities to their married children.  
Undeniably, most elders live separately from their adult children, but have at least one 
child living nearby. The most popular reasons for living separately are similar in the two 
villages: avoided conflicts between generations; avoided dislike from his/her children, 
especially from daughter-in-law; had more freedom; have different life style. The elders in 
San stressed that “I can feed myself”. They acknowledged that living separately but nearby 
enabled them to keep better relationship with their children. Other reasons why elders did not 
live with their children were: he/she did not have a son; his/her adult children worked in other 
places; he/she had two or more sons so he/she could live with one of them. Some elders 
stressed that it was the custom for children to set up their own families after getting married. 
In San, a particular reason for an old man was that he cannot afford a matrilocal marriage.  
Why is the percentage of the elderly who live separate from their children so high in my 
study villages? The book ‘Data analysis of the sampling survey of the aged population in 
urban/rural China 2006’ showed that the aged living alone or with spouse only comprised 
38.3 percentage, and the aged living with other family members comprised 61.7 percentage. 
13Actually, it was not only in my study villages. I also examined the surrounding areas, and 
                                               
13 Data analysis of the sampling survey of the aged population in urban/rural China 2006, China 
research center on aging.  
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got similar results. Here, some finding would like to be pointed out and some issues to be 
raised. There are different statistical methods of counting “live together”. In the study areas, 
family division (分家, Fen Jia) usually happens when an adult son gets married. But after the 
youngest son sets up his family, the elderly have few properties left. Houses they are living in 
are often under the name of a son, and they register in their sons’ households. Hence, 
according to Hu Kou registration record, the elders are coresident with their married children; 
but if based on real living arrangements, they do not live under the same roof but nearby. 
Most elders had at least a child living in the same village, thus they might keep 
independent living arrangement but convenient for interaction. In the interviews, elders often 
expressed their desire to live with their adult children in the later years. However, the decision 
to stay with their children was not usually the choice of the elders, but depended on their 
children. The elders believed that their daughters-in-law took the important role in such 
decision making. When I asked those elders who currently live with a married child a 
question “will you live with your child’s family forever?” the answer quite surprised me. In 
the villages, generational coresidence is unstable, including three-generational living 
arrangement and skip-generational living arrangement. Elders living with patrilocal sons or 
grandchildren also talked about their unsure future: whether it was possible to live with their 
adult children forever when their children/grandchildren built new houses. In fact, only an 
elder woman’s answer in the village San was yes. She lived with her youngest son who got 
remarried,  and the daughter-in-law was a migrant worker from Anhui (安徽) province. She 
was also the only elder respondent who gave me the definite answer that she had a very good 
relationship with her daughter-in-law. 
The result leads me to doubt the traditional cultural explanation about living 
arrangements—Confucian filial piety. From the elders’ understanding, the decision of staying 
with the old parents is not mainly motivated by a sense of filial obligation, but by other 
reasons generalized above. Matrilocal marriage is historically accepted in San, as illustrated 
in detail in the previous chapter, which can be regarded as a cultural trait and marriage 
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custom in some regions of China. Matrilocal family takes a daughter (usually the eldest 
daughter) as son, mostly occurring in those families without a son; and needs a son-in-law 
married into the family. With the help of the parents-in-law, a son-in-law in the matrilocality 
gets more opportunity to be economically successful than staying in his oritational family. To 
date, only few studies (Li et al. 2004; Li & Zhu 1999; Pasternak 1985) focus on such 
marriage arrangement in rural areas of China, a most important reason being that such 
marriage is not the primary pattern in most predominantly Han villages.  
 Figure 6.1 shows the difference and similarity between matrilocal and patrilocal marriage. 
In Han Chinese context, matrilocal marriage does not mean family descendent traced through 
the female line which is different from matriarchal marriage arrangement. It is a particular 
type of patrilocal marriage, which stresses the importance of patrilineal family continuity. 
When such family has any male offspring, it converts to patrilocal marriage again. However, 
none of the parents in the village Qian are willing to let their sons married into brides’ 
families, because such men are considered inferior to their wives and parents-in-law within 
the family and inferior to others in the local community either.  
Figure   6. 1                          Matrilocal and Patrilocal Marriage 
  
 
How to understand the living arrangements in the study sites, and what aspect of these is 
an important factor contributing to the elders’ well-being and their support networks? Also, a 















Matrilocal marriage Patrilocal marriage 
Difference  
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support provision in today’s social environment? From the fieldwork material, it shows that 
living arrangement is mostly nuclear family based, involving one-generation or two 
generation living arrangement. In both villages, the aged parents and their married children, 
especially their sons, usually live within the same village, and family bonds link people 
together. However, different generational living arrangements are associated with different 
family support provision. Bengton (Bengtson et al.: 2000, p.42) considers “there are two 
aspects of providing family support for the elderly persons in East Asian societies: support 
given by dispersed families and support given by co-residing families”. Thus, a further 
question need to be thought about is whether providing family support for the elderly in the 
villages also belongs to one of the two aspects presented by Bengtson, since the primary 
living arrangement of the old respondents is neither generational coresidence nor dispersed 
family type.  
My point is that the elders in the study villages are mostly located in network family 
living arrangement. Such family has some particular characteristics, and is distinct from either 
generational co-resident family or dispersed family arrangement. For network family living 
arrangement, some Chinese scholars use the term “一碗汤距离, yi wan tang ju li”(distance 
which does not allow the soup to get cold), which is from Japan to describe the ideal distance 
between elderly parents and their adult children’s family. Phillips (2000, p.7) put forward 
“family lives nuclear, but functions extended to a degree”. In my opinion, this type of family 
can be considered as semi-independent living arrangement, which is different from 
generational co-residence and isolated nuclear family. Also, independent living arrangement 
of the elders in the network family is different from empty nest family, which usually refers 
to adult children leaving parents’ home and beginning their own lives. With age, the elders 
have less ability to maintain their independence both physically and mentally. In accordance 
with the data, if living arrangement is an important factor affecting the elderly’s getting some 
particular support as daily care, health care, or mental consolation from their children, 
network living arrangement is a positive option, in that it can avoid generational conflict and 
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keep independence while being convenient for frequent interaction. The leadership and social 
boundary of this type of family are discussed in the following section.  
2. Family Facilities of the Elderly in the Two Villages 
Table 6.2 displays family facilities of the elderly in the two villages which are related to 
the living arrangements. The elders are put into four categories: those who live in the elders’ 
welfare home, live alone, live with the spouse, or live with (spouse) and other family 
members. Consider the first category of the elderly who lived in the elders’ welfare home: in 
the Luoyang elders’ home, each flat had a 28-inch color television and a washroom shared by 
four elders. When I interviewed the head of the home, she complained about the high electric 
bill, saying the home decided to take back some TV sets, and two flats would share a 
television. Each elder had a small electric fan; but they said they bought it by themselves. 
There was a large kitchen equipped with gas oven and refrigerator, two full-time staff and 
some part-time staff cooked meals for the total 39 elders. A public telephone was installed in 
the head’s office, and the elders said “nobody uses it, nobody calls us”. Compared to most 
other elders living in private houses, the facilities in the home are quite advanced. In the 
Sanguan elders’ home, there was an entertainment room equipped with a 34-inch color 
television and karaoke system, and some mah-jongg tables. The home did not place a TV set 
in any elder’s room, but each elder was distributed an electric fan, and an independent 
washroom shared by two elders. During the winter, the home provided each elder a warm 
heating pad. The big kitchen was equipped with electric, gas and microwave ovens, and 
refrigerator.  
Similar to other scholars’ findings, those elderly living with their children had better 
family facilities. But two finding are made: first, generally these elderly were quite wealthy, it 
was they who provided these facilities to the adult children; second, generational co-residence 
did not necessarily mean that the facilities were shared by generations. For example, air 
conditioner is usually installed in the adult children’s bedroom, same as computer, even color 
television. In both villages, the only facility all the elders had was electric fan because of the 
cheap price. For example, a type of mini ceiling fan installed on bedside only cost 2USD, a 
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cheap table fan cost 3 or 4 USD. An obvious gap was found between the villages. In Qian, 
none of the elders used flushing toilet. Although some newly built houses were equipped with 
modern washrooms, the houses the elderly lived in, even those who lived with their adult 
children, did not belong to such types. Not all of them used piped water but water from wells 
due to it being free of charge. None of them used air conditioner, because it was regarded as a 
luxury facility like telephone or refrigerator, as some elders said “even if I get it free, I cannot 
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Table 6.2      Family Facilities of the Elderly in the Villages by Living Arrangement  
 
                    Village  
Family facilities 
Qian Luoyang San Guanqiao 
The elderly welfare home  
Color TV set                                           
Electric fan 
Flush toilet  
Gas or electric oven  
Piped water  
Refrigerator 
Telephone 

















Black and white TV set 
Color TV set  
Electric fan 
Flush toilet 




Washing Machine  
        




















Live with spouse  
Air conditioner  
Black TV set 
Color TV set 
Electric fan  
Flush toilet  
Gas or electric oven  


























Live with (spouse) and other family
members  
Air conditioner  
Black TV set 
Color TV set 
Electric fan  
Flush toilet  
Gas or electric oven  





























Note: one elderly can receive more than one facility. 
 
Those widowed elders who lived alone had less family facilities than the elders living 
with their spouses or other family members, but gender difference was not found in either 
village. Some oldest-old people did not think a TV set is necessary, on the ground that they 
could not understand any content, or told me “it is only because it has voice and people inside, 
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I don’t feel very lonely, like there are some other people in the home.” The only widow 
whose house was equipped with full facilities was in the village San, such as air conditioner, 
telephone, micro-oven, refrigerator, gas oven, television, etc. She was 82 years old, and lived 
in a beautiful two-storey building which belonged to her only son. However, the problem was 
that she did not know how to use them, and never made a call, or used washing machine, or 
microwave oven, etc. “I don’t know how to use them. I never touch them in case they break 
down”. The only electronic appliance she could use was television. Nevertheless, those elders 
who lived with their family members got more knowledge about these electric appliances 
from their children, which could be regarded as a kind of cultural feedback. For the elders 
who lived next to their children, they did not think it was necessary to have a telephone or 
refrigerator. “I /we can use my child’s”, they said.  
Compared to the village Qian, the elders in San had better family facilities, even for those 
who lived alone. Most of them had color televisions, all of them used flush toilets and piped 
water, and the ownership of telephone, washing machine, and refrigerator was also much 
higher. In the village, air conditioner equipped in the bedroom was not popular among the 
elders, while it was commonly used by the younger generation. And only one couple had a 
computer, but the husband used it. The husband was a retired primary school teacher, and his 
wife suffered a stroke a few years ago. Their son lived in the town centre and the daughter’s 
home was in a nearby town. “I have to stay at home all day to care for my wife. This 
(computer) is like my friend. My son and granddaughter teach me how to browse the internet, 
how to read news and play games with others. I’m quite familiar with Sina(a popular website 
in China)” In the village, the younger generation engages in textual relationships such as send 
mobile SMS, instant message in Windows live, but the elders still keep the old pattern of 
face-to-face communication. 
In both villages, the greatest difficulty for the elderly was to have a bath in winter, 
especially for old women. None of the elders’ houses was installed with such facility, and 
they needed go to a public bathhouse which was more than one kilometer away in the town 
center in both places. But the problem was that in most cases, their daughters-in-law were not 
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willing to go with their mothers-in-law. If an old woman had a daughter living nearby, the 
situation was better. Individual old lady did not go alone in case of slipping; sometimes the 
young-old women went to the bathhouse together. Thus, they had to reduce the frequency, or 
go only once for a whole winter.  
 
II: Who are in the Support Network? Personal or Public Nodes  
 
Network analysis stresses social actors and social relationships embedded in social 
network are influenced by the network structure. Structure of network is not concerned with 
people directly, but deals rather with the very structure of their relations—how they are 
organized in patterns. In this section, I try to build a model to demonstrate the structural and 
social relations in the elders’ support network. Thus, the nodes in such network and the 
relationships between individual elder and significant others will be examined. Two types of 
nodes are included in the framework: personal and public nodes. I begin the discussion from 
children first, who are rated as primary support providers, as traditional culture emphasizes 
the need to “raise children to provide for old age” (养儿防老，yang er fang lao). Information 
on number of children, sons and daughters of the elders by gender and age groups in the 
studied villages are presented from Table 6.3 to 6.5.  
In the tables, the number of children also includes those who died in their mature age (18 
or above). In order to emphasize the role of adult children, Table 6.6 provides information on 
the death of adult children in the two villages. Three dead sons and a daughter were recorded 
in Qian; a dead son and a daughter were involved in San. There were a cohabiting couple as 
mentioned in the fourth chapter; the old man had a daughter, and the woman had a son and a 
daughter. By Chinese tradition, the man’s daughter could not be considered as his partner’s 
child, vice versa. Therefore, I count it separately. In both villages, the percentage of childless 
elders is quite low; three such cases are among those “five-guarantee” elders who live in the 
local welfare homes for elders. Compared to old men, old women have more children in both 
villages. And compared to their counterparts in San, the elders in Qian have more children 
and more than 60 percentages of them have four or more children.   
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Table  6. 3                               Number of Living Children of the Elderly  
 









  80+ 






Oldest-old  Total % 
None 1 - - 3 1 - 1 6 
One 1 - 1 5 1 - - 3 
Two - 1 1 5 6 1 1 24 
Three 5   8 1 26 10 3 - 38 









  Table  6. 4                                 Number of Living Sons of the Elderly  
 
Qian Luoyang San Guanqiao 
                 Village           
 
 










Oldest-old Total % 
None 2 - 1 7.5 6 1 1 23.5 
One 6 21 1 23 6 1          - 23.5 
Two 5 8 1 36 7 4 2 38 
Three 4 2 4 26 - 3 - 9 
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Table  6. 5                             Number of Living Daughters of the Elderly  
 
Qian Luoyang San Guanqiao 















Oldest-old Total % 
None 3 1     -   10 3 2 2 21 
One 3 3 4   26 7 5    -    35 
Two 5 6     -   28 7      3    -    29 
Three 7 2 3   31 2    - 1 9 




46 33 21   100 56 32 12 100 
 
1. Sons—Are They the Most Important Nodes in the Support Network?  
Traditional Chinese culture emphasizes the triangular relationship between parents-son. 
The need to raise children to provide for old age mostly refers to the son due to patriarchal 
dominance. The first question to be put forward is what happens to an elder without a son?  
As discussed in the last chapter, generally, sons provide basic economic resources in the 
form of grain or house to their older parents, whatever the relationship between them in the 
village Qian. In reference to the local regulation, an elder aged 60 or over without any child 
or who only has a daughter but lives in another town is eligible for the five-guarantee scheme. 
This scheme in the region modifies the central government’s law, which stresses that only 
those childless elders are qualified. When consulting a local official, he said that local 
residents valued sons more; the purpose of the modification was to promote the one-child 
policy and the equality of son and daughter. In spite of the benefit, not all elders meeting the 
criterion preferred to be entitled as “five-guarantee”; an elder even regarded it as “shameful”. 
An elder said, “if I have any ability, I would rather support myself”. The term “five-
guarantee” is somewhat of a stigma in Chinese culture, causing the local residents to keep 
distance and marginalize them in the local community.  
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Although both elders’ homes in the two study sites are evaluated as “outstanding home” 
by the regional governments, the first problem the homes has is that the overwhelming 
member of residents are old men, more than 90 per cent. In Luoyang elders’ home, there is 
only one very old woman in serious illness and staying in bed all year round. If those five-
guarantee women have any other choice, they do not like to stay there. “Loneliness is a 
prominent problem for old women in the home”, a home head said. Second, these homes have 
very strict regulations to “manage the elders”. For example, they cannot go out without any 
permission; they need to take part in some kinds of physical labor work if their health 
condition permits; and they cannot earn extra money from outside. Therefore, the elder’s 
home is somewhat like an “isolated island” in society. Some elder respondents expressed their 
feelings: “all elders in the home are not normal: disabled, mentally weak, even have mental 
disease”, “they have nothing to do, but waiting for death”, “only those shiftless men and the 
disabled stay there”, “every time I think about them, I feel I’m lucky, at least I have children 
whether they are filial or not”. In both villages, the elders always expressed the opinion that 
living in the elders’ welfare home was “a loss of face”, and was the last resort for a five-
guarantee, on the ground that it meant the family ended at his/her generation, “life is 
meaningless”. For a traditional culture which stresses the importance of procreation and 
family continuity of father’s lineage, family without a male heir is unacceptable for the 
elderly. Therefore, to be five-guarantee is shameful, but to stay in an elder’s home is worse 
than “shameful”. 
Case 18 (Qian):  Male, 83 years old. He has a daughter, and is cohabiting with an old 
woman aged 88 years old. He said “I have hands, I can feed myself. It’s a shame to be 
a five-guarantee”, “I’m good at farming, and have been selected as ‘model farmer’ for 
many years”. He has 0.4 Mu grain-ration farmland, and plants it by himself and his 
partner. “It’s (the output) enough to feed ourselves.” At the end of each year, the 
village subsidizes him 100 kilograms of wheat or rice, and exempts his fees for 
farming.  
 
Case 37 (Qian): Male, 67 years old, his wife died ten years ago, and has a daughter 
who is 20 years old. At the beginning of 2007, she had a boyfriend who was her co-
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worker. They plan to get married and settle their family in the groom’s village 40 
kilometers away. He is so disappointed, since he wants to take a son-in-law into his 
family. His neighbors persuade him, saying “a son-in-law can not be trusted and is 
ungrateful. It is better to join five-guarantee.” Another one said “a son-in-law in the 
nearby village took his wife and son back to his native village when his parents-in-
law died, and also changed his child’s family name (from his wife’s family name to 
his family name).” Some neighbors even said, “are you rich enough, don’t overrate 
your ability!” 
 
In San, situations are somewhat different. Compared with the Qian, San excludes a 
widowed or never married elder who has a daughter as five-guarantee. Thus, what happens to 
an elder without a son? In the local area as stated above, taking a son-in-law into the family is 
commonly accepted and a rich family is willing to do it; but not all the elders can afford the 
expenditure of such marriage. And local residents said it would be more difficult to arrange 
such a marriage now for three reasons: the one-child family, free-choice marriage, and rural-
urban migration of the third generation. There are four cases of matrilocal marriage in the 
village, two couples and other two widows arranging such type of marriage for their 
daughters. The two couples are in their 60s, an old woman in the late 70s. A special case is 
about an old widow in her 80s who has four daughters and a youngest son; and arranged such 
marriage for the eldest daughter in case the son was too young to support the family decades 
ago.  
Case 1 (San): Male, 67 years old, never married. He has an adopted daughter who is 
in her 40s. When his daughter was young, he tried to find a taken-in son-in-law to 
bear his family name. But his neighbors said he was too poor to find one, even said 
“is any family poorer than his?” Some neighbors said, “his adopted daughter also did 
not like to live together with him; she was brought up by her grandmother.” His 
daughter visits him once a month with her husband and child, bringing some snacks. 
The old man has the landless insurance and old-age insurance, house rental and a job 
as security guard. Therefore, he can support himself financially. “My daughter never 
gives me money, she is rich and has a car”; “she said she would take care of me in my 
later years”. I asked him what “take care” means? He replied “she will not give me 
money. If I’m ill, she will take care of me.” 
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Case 22 & 23 (San): a couple aged 60 (wife) and 65 (husband) years old respectively. 
The husband is the younger brother of the man in the case above. They have two 
daughters, and live with the younger daughter’s family. “My son-in-law is the 
colleague of my daughter. I’m very lucky, he (son-in-law) has two older brothers and 
his parents agreed for him to marry into our family”, “we built the two-storey house 
before they got married’, “we don’t need them to give us money, we are still young, 
our (she and her husband) income can support the family well. In fact, we cover the 
whole expenditure, take care of the granddaughter. They save their own income, they 
say they need to buy a flat near the work place”, “my eldest daughter works in 
Shanghai, she always gives me money, I don’t accept it. They are young, and it is 
time to spend money, like educating child, buying house”, “we will move to the 
younger daughter’s new flat when we are really older”, the old lady told me.  
 
How to understand such matrilocal marriage? Here, the term “matrilocal” is used instead 
of “matriarchal”, because such marriage arrangement is a special type of patriarchal marriage. 
As I analyzed above, this type of marriage arrangement occurs mostly in families without a 
son. In order to ensure continuity of the patrilineal family and secure for the old age, parents 
take in a son-in-law for a daughter. If the family has any male descendant, it will shift into 
patrilocal marriage again. Why is matrilocal marriage feasible in the village San but 
unacceptable in Qian? In Su Nan, such type of marriage has existed for centuries, and has 
relatively mature rules. Bride and groom’s families even make written or oral contracts about 
how to arrange the marriage, what the relationship is between two families (bride and groom), 
what the relationship is between parents-in-law and son-in-law, what the right and duty of the 
son-in-law are, what the grandchild’s family name is. One or several local authoritative 
figures are the witness, and the contents are open in the local community which means the 
family and son-in-law are under others’ supervision. However, Chinese society is dominated 
by patrilineal system which highlights procreation and continuity of father’s family. In many 
other places, matrilocal marriage and a taken-in son-in-law is not accepted and respected by 
the patrilineal clan and local community. For example, in the village Qian, none of the 
parents are willing to let their son live with bride’s families; they considers such a son-in-law 
as inferior to his wife and parents-in-law, and without any social status in the local 
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community, even un-loyal to the in-law’s family，the residents like to say “a son-in-law in 
matrilocal family can not hold up his head for the rest of his life”. Different accepted marriage 
patterns affect not only parents-daughter relationship, but also gender preference and fertility 
in these two villages.  
When analyzing the data, a question puzzled me: which one is important for Chinese 
families: “family continuity” or “family face” if a family does not have a son and also does 
not accept a matrilocal marriage? How do they solve the problem? In Chinese culture, 
adopting a child is the last resort for people without a biological child. Usually, people try to 
keep it secret. However, in a close-knit community this is infeasible, because there is no clear 
line to distinguish between private and public issue. People look down upon an adopted child 
and family, partly for the reason of Chinese philosophy about family continuity and purifying 
father’s lineage. If necessary, family fosters children from brother’s family or other patrilineal 
relatives since he/she is still offspring of the family; this also avoids the dispute of property 
inheritance between wife’s and husband’s sides.  
The next question concerns the majority of elders who have at least a son. What are the 
elders’ opinions about sons in the support networks? Data show that elderly in both villages 
hold sons to be more important than daughters. The importance of sons is embodied in 
economic support and in future expectation, especially in contract form expectation, also in 
passing down family line. In Qian, as analyzed, sons usually provide basic economic needs to 
their parents; however, sons in San normally do not provide such resources since their parents 
can basically support themselves, but they are hoped to pay medical bill for their aged parents 
if necessary. Therefore, in the village San, the economic importance of sons is not as strong as 
in Qian; and the possibility of matrilocal marriage also reduces the importance of sons. In 
addition, the data indicate that the elders realize being put in secondary places of their sons’ 
networks, by comparing to their (sons) own intimate family members: wives and children.  
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In Qian, the elderly like to say such things as quoted below; however, I could not identify 
which elders made the following statements. I only say these are their common opinions 
towards son and daughter: 
“The elders definitely need to depend on their sons in their old age; but cannot rely on 
the daughters; they have their old parents needing to be taken care of.”  
 
“When we are too old to walk, I hope my son will give me some water and rice. But I 
cannot expect my daughter to do it.” 
 
“Son supporting the old parents is the natural thing, daughter non-supporting is also 
natural.” 
 
“I would rather die in the kitchen of my son than other places.” 
 
“The eldest son is very important. If he does not set a good example for his younger 
brothers, it is worse for the parents.” 
 
“What is son? He is somebody to build parents’ reputation. Do you find those who 
don’t have son will be laughed at by others?”  
 
“If a family does not have a son, it means his family ends.” 
 
In San, they express such opinions:  
 
“I think my sons will pay my medical bill if I cannot afford it.” 
 
“My sons paid for my medical surgery expenditure and medicine.”   
 
“Having a son means I act worthily of ancestors.” 
 
 “Depend on son? It is better to depend on spouse (lao ban, 老伴). My only hope is 
that my lao ban keeps healthy. We cannot rely on our son.” 
 
“What is a son for? Parents have the obligation to him unconditionally, bring him up: 
help him get married, take care of grandchildren. But we get support from him with 
condition. We support ourselves in old age.” 
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“The difference between daughter and son is that son likes consumer goods. We need 
to give him something, and always feel debt to him. By contrast, daughter always 
gives us something, and never needs to be paid back.” 
 
The above statements are translated from the elder respondents’ interview directly. 
Interestingly, the elders in the village Qian are all positive about sons, while half of their 
counterparts in San are negative about sons. First, to all the elders, having a son at least gives 
them psychological comfort. In both villages, the elders telling me that there were some kinds 
of old-age support contract agreement among sons were not a minority. As analyzed above, 
traditional Chinese culture stresses the importance of continuity of the father’s family, an 
elder who has son(s) thinks his/her family does not end at his/her generation. Second, sons 
indeed provide more basic material support to their parents compared to daughters. This is 
obviously significant to the elders in Qian. Third, for those elders who still have work 
abilities and depend on themselves, son means a good future expectation, implying they may 
depend on them in the later years. If considering Bengtson’s two types of providing family 
support, it is better to divide those children living in the network family or far from the village. 
It is generally impossible for the elders to obtain any care resource from the later category. 
However, the elders acknowledged that a son was less important than a spouse.   
2. Role of Spouse 
Similarly, the elderly in the two villages highlight the importance of spouse. The elderly 
said “more sons and daughters cannot compare with spouse married halfway through life 
(means after a previous marriage)(儿孙满堂不如夫妻半场, er sun man tang bu ru fu qi ban 
chang), or “Spouse (老伴, lao ban) is more reliable”. The primary resource the spouse 
provides is care or other services such as cooking, washing. In rural villages, wives are mostly 
such resource providers. Husbands play important roles in earning economic resources. And a 
couple are able to share income, and also mutual mental support. Only one couple keeping 
separated accounts was recorded in San.  
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A further question emerges: how do those widow(er)s cope with the lose of spouses? 
Most of them expressed their loneliness after the death of their spouses. In accordance with 
the analysis, the life after the death of spouse is more difficult for the elders. First, remarriage 
rarely happens among them, not only because they follow the tradition or the cult of widow 
chastity, but also because the adult children are normally strongly against it. Thus, they lost 
their most important mental supporter and companion. In China, elders call their spouses as 
“lao ban” (老伴), which means the old partner, supporter, companion. The elders believe 
whatever the relation is between a couple in the younger age, they will get better in the later 
time since they need each other.  Second, the relationship between mother-children is better 
than father-children; the death of the wife means a old man loses somebody who mediates the 
relationship between him and his adult children especially sons. My research finding supports 
Finch and Mason’s which regards the elderly as “kin-keeper” (Finch & Mason, 1993). Third, 
in the villages, the possibility of a widowed elder living with a married child is very low, 
especially for widower. Consequently, they lose the most important care provider.  
From the aspect of care resources, widowers encounter more difficulties than widows. 
Most rural men are not good at household chores like cooking or cleaning, because of the 
labor division between wife and husband. It is some trouble to keep themselves and their 
houses clean. In China, the relationship between father-in-law and daughter-in-law is 
somewhat sensitive. Usually, daughter-in-law does not provide any care service to her father-
in-law except cooking. When an elderly father is seriously ill, the son(s) is/are the only 
possible person(s) to take care of him if he does not have any daughter. If working locally, the 
son (sons) is/are possible to provide such care service, in contrast to migrant children. From 
the economic aspect, however, widowers’ condition is better than widows. Widow loses her 
primary economic resource after the death of her husband if public resource is not available, 
because husband plays a more important role in economic activity. Old women’s 
disadvantaged economic condition can be considered a source of gender inequality.  
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3. Are Daughters Nominal Nodes in Their Parents’ Network?  
The traditional ideology regards a married daughter as “discarded water” (泼出去的水，
po chu qu de shui) and another family’s daughter-in-law. She cannot be considered as her 
natal family’ member any more, on the ground that her productivity, offspring, even fate 
belong to her husband’s family after marriage in accordance with the patriarchal family 
system. How do the elders in this study think about their daughters? Data suggested the elders 
in both villages made a clear differentiation between son and daughter. However, whatever 
attitudes the elders held, they accounted their daughters-in-law as family members who took 
the obligation of bearing male offspring. Although they thought they needed one daughter at 
least, they acknowledged that son was more important. Therefore, they had different 
expectations from sons and daughters, and different criteria of filial piety for son or daughter. 
The elders in  Qian and most elders in San regarded daughter as “other family’s member” (别
家人, bei jia ren), but regarded son as his/her family member.  
In Qian, the elderly express such opinions:  
“The elders definitely need to depend on their sons in old age, but cannot relay on 
the daughters (general understanding) 
 
“Daughter is also good but not to be depended on; son is better.”(general 
understanding) 
 
“Usually, parents don’t have much expectation from their daughters. If they visit 
parents at festivals with some snacks, or even provide pocket money, they are 
filial.” (general understanding) 
 
In rural villages, daughters need not support their parents. In turn, parents don’t 
give them any property.” (general understanding) 
 
“Daughters are considerate and heartfelt; mother likes to talk with daughter. Sons 
do not like to listen to his parents. A daughter-in-law is never willing to do so.” (an 
elderly woman aged 67 years old) 
 
“We can’t expect our daughter-in-law to wash clothes for us, but daughters can do 
it.”(an elderly couple both aged 63 years old ) 
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“Daughters are easy for the parents to deal with. The relationship between us is 
clear. They give us some gifts and pocket money. But son is different; it is an 
obligation for parents. Having a son is like owing him debt; parents need to pay 
back in the whole life.” (an elderly man aged 70 years old) 
 
“Having a daughter means parents can get pocket money and snacks. Usually sons 
only give parents basic food, but not pocket money.” (an elderly women aged 76 
years old) 
 
In San, the elderly said:  
“A daughter is considerate and heartfelt. But old-age support needs a son. Big event 
needs son to make a decision.”(general understanding) 
 
“Daughters are the same as sons, but depending on whether the son is the traditional.” 
(general understanding) 
 
“Sons and daughters are the same if they are filial.”(general understanding) 
 
“Daughters are willing to provide services to parents, such as washing, cleaning, 
chatting.”(an elderly woman aged 87 years old) 
 
 
“Daughters are nice, but we cannot stay with her all year round, we are “guests” in 
her family.” (an elderly woman aged 78 years old) 
 
“My most regret is that I have no daughter, Sons are unfilial .”(an elderly woman 
aged 75 years old) 
 
According to the elders understanding, first, a daughter is not a nominal node in her 
parents’ networks; however, her role in the network is less important than that of the son. The 
economic reason is that a son provides (or will provide in the future) more to his parents. This 
is also interrelated with a cultural aspect: son’s preference and family continuity, even if the 
son does not provide any economic resources to parents, or instead needs to obtain something 
from parents. Second. Daughters provide tangible resources to their natal parents, especially 
care and service. Unlike in the past, daughters are gradually stepping into their parents’ 
personal networks, replacing the role which once belonged to daughters-in-law, but this 
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replacement is only partial, as a supplement of son’s role. Third, psychologically, daughter is 
her natal family member and most likely to support parents. In fact, old parents place different 
demands on daughter and son. In Qian, it is judged as “losing face” if an elder has a son but 
lives with a daughter, even if his/her son is not filial.  
When I try to count the frequency of the term “daughter-in-law” in Nvivo, the frequency 
is low and the term usually appears when an elder made a comparison between her and a 
daughter, or talked about other family’s daughter-in-law. And the frequency is even less for a 
son-in-law. In fact, a son of a family is another family’s son-in-law, and a daughter is another 
family’s daughter-in-law. Traditionally, family puts much less importance on daughter in her 
natal parents’ support system, much less on son-in-law due to patriarchal system. The 
insignificance of son-in-law appears to have changed little compared with in the past.  
4. What Happens When an Adult Son/Daughter Died?  
Table 6.6 presents the details of elderly who have lost an adult son/daughter in both 
villages. In Qian, seven interviewed elders reported to have lost their adult sons; an old 
woman lost her daughter. An old couple reported that their daughter-in-law died of cancer. 
Among the elders, five were in their 60s, two in their 70s, and one was 91 years old. In 
addition, an unavailable very old woman to be interviewed lost her three sons. Checking the 
surrounding areas of the study villages, I found that the risk of losing an adult child has some 
relationship with economic condition. The worse the economic level, the higher the risk for 
an elder to lose an adult child. The reasons may be unsafe working environment, lower 
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San Guanqiao                     Village  
 
Death of child Died Surviving Died Surviving 
Daughter 1 Case 6 
daughter         0 




daughter        3 
 son            0 
Daughter-in-law 1 
 
Case 13 &14 (couple) 
son             0    0 
daughter-in-law   0 
daughter         2 
1 Case 31 
son            3 
daughter-in-law  315 
daughter        0  
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Case 4 &5 (couple) 
son             0  
 daughter         2 
Case 13 &14 (couple) 
son             0 
daughter         2 
Case 31 &32 (couple) 
  son            2 
  daughter        2 
Case 35       
  son            1 
daughter         4  
1 Case 7  
son            216 
daughter-in-law  217 
daughter        0   
 
Son-in-law 0  118 Case 17 
 Son-in-law      3 
daughter        3 
son            0    
       
In the village Qian:  
Case 4 &5: a couple in their 70s, have a son and two daughters. The son died three 
years ago in a factory in Guangdong province. “Our son needed to pay the second 
child fine, it is 20,000(Yuan, 2,900USD).” “He was hit by a falling steel column and 
died immediately”; “he left my daughter-in-law, a granddaughter and a grandson 
behind.” The factory compensated the family 145,000 Yuan (21,000 USD) privately 
on the condition that the family would not take it to court. The money is under the 
account of two grandchildren as the education investment and in the daughter-in-
law’s place, several village cadres were the witnesses of this arrangement. “We don’t 
have a son to take care of us any more”. The old couple have 0.8 Mu farmland. 
Although both of them are not in good health, they have to plant it by themselves. 
                                               
14 The daughter is matrilocal married daughter. 
15 The son was remarried.  
16 Both of them are married-in sons-in-law in matrilocal marriage.  
17 When the son died, the daughter was remarried, and she is not the family member any more.  
18 He is a matrilocal married son-in-law.  
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“We need to feed ourselves. We cannot expect my daughters, they are also old 
women. My eldest daughter was just kicked out of the home by her son.”  
Their greatest worry is whether their daughter-in-law will be remarried.” “If she likes 
to stay here, we cannot drive her out; if she likes to leave, we cannot demand her to 
stay. She is still young in the early 30s.” “The problem is how about the future of our 
two grandchildren?” The old couple thinks they are too old and in bad health to 
support the grandchildren. Usually, husband’s family does not allow a child to leave  
the family with a remarried mother especially if it is a boy, because boys are needed 
to keep the family name. On the other hand, the remarried family also does not 
welcome such a boy, in that he belongs to another family. “Our daughter-in-law did 
sterilization surgery, if she likes to remarry, she can only be a stepmother. A young 
man without a son will not marry her.”  
 
Case 6: a widow of 67 years old. Her only daughter committed suicide one year ago; 
“She showed filial piety, and visited me everyday”, “she always did washing and 
cleaning for me”, “nobody likes to chat with me anymore.” The old woman wants to 
help her grandson (daughter’s son), but her four sons said “if you give him money or 
something, we won’t give you food any more.” She feels scared, and only does it 
secretly.  
 
Case 13 & 14:  a couple in the late 60s, have a son and two daughters. The son died 
ten years ago due to medical maltreatment. Two years after, their daughter-in-law 
died of blood cancer, and left three teenage children. The old couple brought them up, 
and supported the only grandson to finish the poly-high teaching college education. In 
order to get enough labor, they asked their two daughters to get married later than the 
normal age. “We have no choice; this ought to be the obligation of my son.” They run 
a small business, selling cooked food at the town centre and working hard everyday. 
“We are nearly 70 years old; this business depends on my husband’s health condition. 
He needs to get up at 4 o’clock in the morning, and drive a motorcycle to a market 
which is nearly 100 miles for a round trip.” But they said their daughters are filial. 
“We are old, but we need to prepare something for my grandson. He will get married 
within a few years. If he can find an “iron rice bowl job”, we can set our mind at 
rest.”   
 
Case 31 & 32: a couple of 67 years old, their youngest son was the electrical 
mechanic of the village. Three years ago, he fell when installing a machine in a high 
place and died, leaving his wife and a son behind. Now the daughter-in-law works in 
a factory in a nearby town, and the older couple take care of the grandson. “We are 
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lucky, we still have two sons. Otherwise, we wouldn’t know how to survive.” The 
village compensated the family 50,000 Yuan (7,200 USD), they set up a bank account 
for the grandson as the education investment just like the previous family. The village 
cadres helped them to make a contract between the older parents and the daughter-in-
law. Now, the family encounters the same problem, their daughter-in-law might be 
remarried. The possibility is greater, as their daughter-in-law is younger than the 
daughter-in-law in the previous family and did not do the sterilization surgery. “She 
is beautiful and could still have a child”, “my two older sons are good; after all, they 
cannot bring the nephew up, they have their children”. “We are too old to have the 
ability. Although the village compensated us, the money will devalue; and this 
amount (money) cannot support my grandson well.” 
 
Case 35: an old woman aged 91 years old. Her youngest son died of liver cancer, 
neighbors said most males in the family died of liver disease. The lady said the son 
was filial, and cooked for her everyday. After the death of the son, her daughter-in-
law left the village and did not have any contact anymore. The lady has two other 
sons, one works in a nearby city, but she said this son had not been back the village 
for a long time. He only mails her a few hundred Yuan in cash every year. “That is 
enough” she said. Her eldest son provides her basic food, but she cooks for herself. 
During the fieldwork, I only met her several times. She broke her leg, and her 
daughter took her to her family in Lian Yungang.  
 
The eldest lady in the village aged 95 years, has Alzheimer’s disease. She has four 
sons, but does not have one daughter. Her three sons died, but her fourth daughters-
in-law are still alive and live in the neighborhood. The four families send her a meal a 
day by turns. But the neighbors said two daughters-in-law always gave her some 
leftover food, except a daughter-in-law who was a Christian, she gave her fresh meal 
the same as what she ate. A neighbor said “during the summer, the meals smell bad”; 
“They never give her hot water. When she feels thirsty, she drinks dirty water in the 
small ditch in front of the house. The house smells terrible, nobody cleans for her. 
“She has lived long enough”, a neighbor said.  
 
In the village San, four elders lost a child or child-in-law: an old woman lost her son, and 
another woman lost both her daughter and son-in-law, an old man said his eldest daughter-in-
law died of cancer nine years before.  
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Case 17: a widow aged 79 years old, has four daughters. She arranged a matrilocal 
marriage for her eldest daughter. “My daughter died 25 years ago”, “my son-in-law 
was a nice man, he was a factory head, and supported the whole family. He gave his 
salary to me.” “My daughter died of cancer when my grandson was eight years old, 
two years later my son-in-law died in an accident”, “I brought up the grandson by 
myself. My other daughters never gave me a hand, they have their families.” I live 
with my married grandson; he and his wife are filial (Xiao shun，孝顺).” 
 
Case 27: a widow aged 75 years old. Her eldest son died of an accident six years ago, 
the daughter-in-law was remarried a year later in the local area, but did not have any 
contact anymore. She has two other sons, the youngest son is a taken-in son-in-law, 
and only visits her during festivals with some snacks. Her second son was divorced, 
and got remarried also as a taken-in son-in-law, has not contacted her since then, but 
left his son behind and an old two-storey house. Although she is in her 70s, she still 
works in a construction site even during the hot summer. Her grandson was addicted 
to illegal gambling and owed nearly 100,000 Yuan (15,000 USD) to an illegal bank. 
He fled a year ago, leaving a great amount of debt to the old grandmother. “I hope I 
can pay back the debt, and my grandson will be back. He is a poor child, both his 
father and mother don’t like him. I also need to prepare for my older age. Nobody 
supports me.”  
 
Case 31, a widower aged 76 years old, his eldest daughter-in-law died of cancer 9 
years ago. But he does not think this affects his life, “my son got remarried and the 
stepmother treats my granddaughter fine.”  
 
Obviously, the economic impact of a son’s death on old parents in Qian was stronger than 
in San. The death of a son meant the old parents lost a basic economic source, more 
importantly, the future expectation; and even needed to bring up their grandchildren for which 
was beyond their ability. The situation was much worse for those whose only son died. In the 
village Qian, two couples (case 4 &5, 13&14) lost their only son, and needed to bring up their 
grandchildren, and took care of their later years by themselves. The elders’ economic 
condition in San was much better than their counterparts in Qian, thus the death of a son did 
not affect them as strong as from the economic aspect. But a similar problem they 
encountered was that they also had to take the burden of bringing up grandchildren 
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independently even if they had other surviving children. Family boundary always appeared 
between any intimate families within a network family. A special case in San was case 7. 
Although the old lady still had two sons alive, her condition was almost equal whose only son 
died, due to the matrilocal marriage custom. The death of a daughter had a different meaning 
to the elders case by case. The great loss was that they lost mental support and care service 
source. For a matrilcoal marriage family, the death of daughter had just the same meaning as 
those families who only son died. 
In fact, when examining the data, I initially used ‘indifference’ even ‘cruelty’ to describe 
inter-generational relationship in the above cases; like the way the elders talked about their 
daughters-in-law. Further, the terms “altruism” and “familism” are introduced. Altruism 
means to sacrifice the benefits of individual elders or old couple themselves’ or other family 
members (such as daughter-in-law) for the sake of continuing family line. Family here refers 
to network family based on parents-son triangular relations. The core of the elders’ lives in 
both villages is “family” and how to continue the patrilineal family line. They think they have 
the obligation to fulfill it, and not allowed the family to end at their hands. Familism is related 
to altruism, considering patrilineal network family as a unit. Therefore, the different 
treatments to son and daughter, and daughter-in-law of a dead son are understandable. For 
example they hoped their daughters-in-law would never get remarried, thus they could share 
the duty of bringing up the grandchildren.  
5. In What Situation does A Node Become Weak or Nominal?  
In the personal support network, theoretically, children, especially sons, occupy important 
roles. In some situations, they might be weak or even nominal nodes, generalized as below:  
a. An adult child (usually a son who is the oldest son by birth order) who occupies the 
core position in the network does not show filial piety to his parents, or cannot set a 
good example to other family members; or does not have much power to persuade 
others to follow the filial obligation. In such condition, he and his siblings, especially 
brothers, might be weak or even nominal nodes. 
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b.  If parents have not shown filial piety to their parents, their children may follow it, 
just like a saying goes “the children will follow the example set by their parents”. 
And if parents have not done enough for their children, their children may think it is 
unnecessary to be filial, and this accepted by the local morality in both villages.  
c. Considering a married out daughter or a son in matrilocal marriage regards herself / 
himself as “discarded water”, and she/he does not fulfill any obligation to her natal 
parents. Thus, she/he is nominal node.  
d. How about the role of daughter-in-law? Based on the analysis, a daughter-in-law is 
less important than imagined. Traditional mother-in-law and daughter-in-law 
relationship which emphasizes the power of mother-in-law does not exist in the 
villages, or exist almost on the contrary as “power reversal”. In reality, the elders 
have to minimize their demands from daughters-in-law as care providers; the 
relationship between them becomes much looser. During the interview, some elders 
liked to complain about other families’ daughters-in-law, but they did not like to 
comment on their own daughters-in-law. They usually thought their sons had the 
ability to support them. However if their sons did not live up to the expectation, they 
thought it was because the daughters-in-law prevented their sons fulfilling it, and said 
“my daughter-in-law but not son makes the decision.” In the case of the death of a 
married son, the daughter-in-law is almost a nominal node regardless her marital 
status. A question comes out: do a young couple share their income? If the answer is 
yes, economic resources obtaining from a son is actually from the couple; the 
daughter-in-law is not a nominal node from the economic aspect at least. I try to 
answer it in the next chapter. 
e. As mentioned above, the role of son-in-law does not change a lot from the traditional 
arrangement. In most cases, he is a weak node, except those who are in matrilocal 
marriage arrangements.  
f. Due to the migration of the third generation, a great risk for the elders is that they 
may lose the substitute core nodes in the family support networks.  
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Moral standard of today’s filial piety still keeps some elements of the tradition, and 
patrilineal networks still occupy an important position. However, it also emerges some new 
features. For example, people emphasize a reciprocal relationship between parents and 
children rather than one-sided obligation of sons, or minimize the moral requirement for 
daughter-in-law. The relationship between parents and their offspring is more equal, or it 
could be said it has a trend of power reversal between generations. Today, the eldest son still 
holds the most important position in the network, next to the spouse of an elder. Like in the 
past, the most powerful son (political or economic power) partly replaces the eldest son 
occupying the core membership, usually taking the role of financial support and powerfully 
influencing his siblings’ behavior; meanwhile, other siblings take the role of care giving or 
other support. Unlike in the past, a daughter now takes a more important role in her parents’ 
family. In a matrilocal family, she occupies the core membership as son in patrilineal family. 
When the elders do not have a son or the son dies, a nephew partly replaces son’s position at 
the price of property inheritance.  
A related question is how to understand filial piety in the contemporary context? 
Confucius’ disciple Zeng Shen(曾参) provided three stages of filial attitudes: the highest filial 
piety was to revere one’s parents, the second-best was not to bring disgrace to them; the last 
was to know how to care for them. However, Confucian filial piety is difficult to count 
quantitatively and it is only a rough guideline, Chinese laws have no explicit articles to 
measure it. Though Chinese law emphasizes that both son and daughter have the same rights 
to inherit family properties, it is normally only the son who gets them in rural villages. From 
the data, it is found that the elders in both villages have some different understanding about 
filial piety. Generally, basic economic support in Qian is highly emphasized as the most 
important component of filial piety due to the scarcity of public resources; but another form 
of economic support—medicare payment is stressed in San. Elderly in Qian thought a filial 
son was one who provided food to an old parent when she/he could not work any more, and 
did not quarrel with the parents; but considered that a filial daughter was one who visited the 
  166 
parents frequently, providing pocket money and some services like washing and cleaning. 
However, the elders of San did not give me as detail a standard of a filial son or daughter as 
their counterparts in Qian did. But they emphasized the good relationship between parents 
and children. However, the elders in both villages agreed that they could not force children to 
provide care service especially health care, and said “久病床前无孝子”(Jiu bing chuang qian 
wu xiao zi), which meant “when ill for long in bed, you will not be watched and fed by 
children”. Although women have been considered more likely than men to be primary care 
givers; in both villages, there are usually son and daughter rather than daughter-in-law to take 
such roles.  
6. Size of the Support Network 
The size of an elder’s network should be understood at these two levels: generally, it is 
getting smaller due to the decline of fertility and rural-urban migration on the one hand; and 
today’s elderly have more surviving adult children than before on the other hand, since they 
are regarded as nodes in the inner circle of the support network as discussed above. In both 
villages, elders by average have three or more children, and have at least one son. 
Comparatively, the elders in San have fewer children than their counterparts in Qian as can be 
seen in Tables 6.3 to 6.5. These elders normally had their children during the period 1949 and 
1978, the time when mortality declines dramatically due to the improvement of public health 
system and relatively stable social environment. As the fertility stayed at a similar level, the 
number of surviving adult children of today’s elderly is larger than their parents’. Meanwhile, 
due to the one-child policy which has been launched since the early 1980s, the number of 
adult children the elders have is larger than their children’s.  
From the data, the similarity between the two villages is profound, and the difference is 
insignificant. The fertility and gender preference of the elderly have gradually changed facing 
the social reality, especially in San. Factors contributing to it include the one-child policy, 
expenditure on children especially on education and marriage, relationship between parents-
sons and parents-daughters. Interestingly, migration of the third generation also contributes to 
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the change, since girls maintain stronger relations with families even if they live far away 
from their parents. Most elders had spent all their lives in the villages; local morality and 
public opinion affected their views in depth. They did not prefer more sons, because more 
sons meant they needed to invest more on them, even beyond their abilities. They wished they 
had at least one daughter, in that they thought they could not rely on their daughters-in-law to 
provide care or other service.  
In general, the elderly in the studied sites did not think network size is a crucial factor 
contributing to support; but physical and psychological distance between parents and children 
were more important, affecting the solidarity of the network and the quality or quantity of 
resources they received. The data revealed that most elders preferred two children, a son and a 
daughter. However the cases of the dead adult sons affected some elders’ opinion; they 
thought two sons were better, considering they still had another son to depend on. Some of 
them thought if all their children lived far away from the village, nobody took care of them 
and felt lonely, even though they were better supported financially. Compared to in the past, 
the elders did not think “the more sons, the more happiness”. Although they agreed with the 
slogan, “raise children to provide for old age”. The data indicated that some elders at least 
suspected its economic function, or only regarded it as the future expectation, due to their 
losing power or the inability of the children.  
“Decades age, have more children only means more chopsticks (means only to feed 
them). But now, parents need to educate them, build houses for them. If a family has 
several sons, they (parents) don’t have enough energy to take care of. When they 
(children) grow up, they will complain about the parents, not to mention filial piety. 
One son and one daughter are ideal. But family needs a son. ” 
 
“A son and a daughter are enough. But parents need to spend more money and energy 
on son.” 
 
“If I have a son, I need to build a house for him when he gets married. If I have two 
or more sons, I need to build two or more houses for them. Now, they need two, even 
three-storey buildings, how can I afford it? If I don’t build houses for them, it is 
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reasonable for them to be unfilial, at least my daughters-in-law think so”, an elderly 
woman said. 
 
But an oldest-old man prefers more sons, he said:  
 
“If I only have a son, he is not Xiao, what can I do? If I have more sons, as long as 
one of them is Xiao, I’m satisfied”.    
 
As the elders said, more children did not imply more support the elderly might receive, or 
a stronger support network. As analyzed from the functional aspect, if all sons live within the 
village, they share the old-age support obligation; but it lightens each son’s burden. Although 
family network is preset, the elderly cannot automatically expect to obtain support from their 
children in the contemporary setting. They get it at the price of property inheritance, 
investment in children economically and emotionally, or possession of resources, and so on. 
From this aspect exchange theory could explain it; however, the exchange between elderly 
parents and adult children was not only in the form of economic aspects but also in the form 
of emotion. The elderly thought that the strength of the network was much more useful than 
its size. Classic Chinese culture stresses the power of father who manages family resources 
and controls family members. However, according to the analysis above, I could say that 
support network of an elder is based on his/ her bargaining power /capital; especially the 
economic capital which helps him /her exerts influence over children. If an elder has enough 
capital, the size and strength of the support network is larger. Otherwise, it is decided by 
his/her children’s preference; some nodes only exist in imagination. Further, the support 
network is not always stable; it is based on the life course of the older parents. The younger 
the elderly, the more capital they have, the more interaction between generations, the more 
the strength of the network. Thus, the fact that the economic condition of an elder is lower 
does not mean that he/she can obtain more resource from their children.  
III:  Network Boundary and Connections —Building a Model 
 
In Chinese culture, family is a contextual term; it has different meanings in different 
situations. Sometimes it refers to an intimate conjugal family, or extended family, even a clan. 
Nevertheless, social boundary can be found anywhere: between parents’ family and child’s 
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family, between children’s families; between an extended family and outside neighbors, or 
between local residents and the outsider world. The sentence “it is their business, we/I cannot 
interfere” is noticed everywhere. For example, family violence often happens in the villages, 
especially in Qian and surrounding area, and women are primary victims. But neighbors 
hardly give a hand to them. At first, I used the term “indifference” to label these people. 
Eventually, I found this is an improper interpretation, since they internalized such culture— 
social boundary. That is—do not cross some lines. Further, I use “power reversal” to interpret 
the relationship between the aged parents and their adult children. It is difficult for the elders 
to interfere in their children’s affairs; on the contrary, their adult children often help them to 
make decisions.  
In the village Qian:  
Case 7 & 8, a couple in the early 70s, have three sons, and live with a son who 
remarried recently. The son has a son from the first marriage; he and his second wife 
have no plan to have any child. The parents said “when he decided to divorce, we 
cannot stop him. Then he decided to get remarried, it is his choice. Although we hope 
he will have one more child, a daughter is better. But they have made that decision, 
we cannot say anything. After all, it is their future.”  
 
Case 10&11, a couple in the 60s, have one son and three daughters. His eldest son-in-
law often beats his daughter, especially getting drunk. “He uses anything available, 
bowl, stick, shovel, sometimes, he does it in front of their son.” One afternoon, when 
I chatted with the couple, their daughter flew into the house without shoes, her arms 
and legs were black and blue. Her house is ten minutes away on foot. The son-in-law 
made a call a few minutes later, said “I beat you daughter again, what can you do to 
me!” In the later afternoon, the couple sent back the daughter, and told me “what can 
we do? We can’t ask my daughter to divorce, or to sue my son-in-law. It is their 
business.”  
 
In the village San  
 
An old mother said, “In my later life, I find only lao ban (spouse, 老伴) is my “close 
family member” to be trusted. My children have their own families, and have their 
interests. I never know how much money they have, and never ask this question.  
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Case 9 & 10 a couple in the 60s, have two sons and a daughter. They live with an 
unmarried son who is cohabiting with a woman and has a daughter. The parents said, 
if he gets married, he needs go out to work to feed his wife and child. But now, he is 
like a “parasite”, staying at home, asking for money and everything. “We ask them to 
move out, and promise to build a two-storey house or buy a flat for them. They (son, 
his partner, and granddaughter) have their family; they need to set up their own 
family.”      
The study sites to be chosen are two long-established natural villages, some clans have 
settled in there since the early years of the villages, such as “Wang” (王) in Qian or “lin”(林) 
in San. Kinship and intermarriage connections among the local residents are interwoven, and 
this causes local relations to be quite complicated. Their neighbors are usually their kinship 
relatives or affines. A premise made before the fieldwork was that neighbors are willing to 
provide physical or other kinds of help to their neighbors due to this complicated relationship. 
However, the result is different; and the answers are similar in both villages.  
· “We have children, why do I need other’s help?”  
· “Ask help from my neighbors? That means I don’t have any child”; 
· “We cannot interfere in other family’s business”; 
·  “We need money to sustain the relationship between relatives”; 
· “We only chat with my neighbor, play games together, but we usually don’t provide 
any mutual support, especially ‘money’”; 
· “We can take care of other’s home, but usually don’t provide/receive support from 
neighbors”;  
· “We can give a hand to my relatives or neighbors, but usually don’t give any 
financial support” ; 
· “We only have financial affairs during some important events, like marriage, funeral 
or birth ceremony” 
 
But people belonging to the same clan give a helping hand in some particular situations, 
for example: 
In Qian, the wife of the blind man died in the local hospital on a summer morning in 
2006. The family believed it was a medical malpractice, but the hospital said it was 
because of her bad health condition. All village residents whose family name was 
“ang” gathered at the main entrance of the hospital the next few days. They 
demanded the hospital to compensate the family, and did not allow any patient to 
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enter the hospital; meanwhile they told these patients the hospital killed somebody. 
At last, the township government mediated the dispute, and the hospital compensated 
the family 45,000 Yuan (6, 700USD).  
 
Chinese draw different boundaries between different groups, each boundary having its 
rule regulating what people can or cannot do. And network family is like a big unit, a big tree. 
Inside, there are several sub-units—intimate conjugal families. When a child grows up, such 
intimate family will divide again. Each sub-unit has its own interest; meanwhile these sub-
units share some common interests, and have conflicts which cause them to connect and draw 
boundaries with each other. People make a differentiation between different units/sub-units, 
they like to use words “we” (自家人, zi jia ren) and “others”( 别人, bei ren) to describe it. 
This is not only the way people treat others, but also the way to be treated in turn. A Chinese 
saying describes it as “each one sweeps the snow from his own doorstep and does not bother 
about the frost on his neighbor’s roof”( 个人自扫门前雪，哪管他人瓦上霜, ge ren zi sao 
men qian xue, na guan tar en was hang shuang). For example, whether a son or daughter-in-
law shows filial piety or not, he/she is family member, the elders believe that people “do not 
wash dirty linen in public” (家丑不可外扬, Jia chou bu ke wai yang). That is, family affairs 
can only be settled within family. Such boundary guides different interaction patterns between 
people and deals with affairs in any situation. Further, the boundary clearly distinguishes what 
kinds of support an individual receives/provides from the family and their neighbors. For 
example, financial support an individual obtains/provides is from his/her family other than 
neighbors. In their own words, “this makes the relationship between neighbors simpler”.  
As mentioned in Chapter Four, an old couple were in a bad condition, the husband was 
paralyzed in bed all year around and could not speak clearly, and the wife took care of him. 
Their only son did not allow them to communicate with any others, and he just provides his 
parents the basic food but never gives them any cash. The mother does not have energy to do 
any work because her husband always needs to be attended to. Neighbors told me that the son 
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was unfilial, but they only commented on it privately, and said “it is their (family) business, 
we cannot interfere in it.”  
Data indicate that social boundary among individuals/families is becoming more and 
more pervasive, and privacy is stressed. The elders recalled the time under collective farm, 
and said that village cadres were zealous and also had power to mediate family quarrels; but 
now the cadres stressed “even an upright official finds it hard to settle a family quarrel”( 清官
难断家务事, qing guan nan duan jia wu shi). From the materials, I do not find a substantial 
difference between the two villages. But the elders in Qian try to avoid some big events of 
their neighbors or relatives due to their financial situation; they like to say “we need money to 
sustain such relationships”. In my opinion, rural village is like a contractual relationship-
based community, providing a moral guideline for interaction; and every resident is affected 
by it. Sometimes, it causes rural society to lack a sense of emotional communication, even 
between parents and children. It rationalizes interpersonal relations to a degree. The harmony 
within family and community is grounded on how people follow the rules of boundaries, and 
how to keep distance from others.  
Based on the discussion above, a related question needs to be considered: what has been 
the consequence of these social boundaries on the leadership of the network family? Data 
definitely indicate that most elders do not have such leadership but have nominal authority to 
some extent; perhaps it is patrilineal family continuity to bind people together. It is normally 
the eldest son or most powerful son who holds it. A family with unclear leadership, especially 
among sons, is one where family disputes easily arise.  
Rural parents invest a great deal in sons: getting education, setting up family, building 
houses, taking care of grandchildren; and they expect the later repayment in their old age. By 
contrast, they do less for daughters. As parents said, daughters contributed to the family 
before marriage, saved money for their marriages, also got betrothal presents (聘礼, Pin li) 
from their engaged husbands’ families. The elders liked to say “daughters do not measure 
them to other sisters, but sons like to only do what other brothers’ do.” Traditionally, the 
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repayment to parents of sons and daughters are in their different life stages: sons are expected 
to do it in their parents’ old-age, while daughters perform it before marriage by doing 
housework, taking care of younger siblings, and farming. However, from the economic reality, 
such differentiated investment in sons and daughters does not get the ideal result—there is an 
imbalance between the investment and output. On the other side, it could be understood why 
any level of support from their daughters is expected by parents.  
I build a general model of “support network of the elderly” below (Figure 6.4). In fact, it 
might be better to be titled as network of the elderly rather than support network, since not all 
nodes in such a network are supportive; and there are some differences case by case. In the 
model, ego (an elder) is placed at the centre, the top part of the circles are nodes of the public 
ones, including government and village. These nodes may provide financial resources, but 
without services or mental support. Compared to the node “village”, government is significant, 
since it provides more reliable financial support. The Chinese constitution and family law 
stress that it is children’s duty to support and assist their parents in their old age. If children 
do not fulfill the duty, parents can sue them, but legal support from the government is limited, 
coming both from the laws themselves and ordinary people’s understanding of such behavior. 
In a nearby village, an old couple once sued their sons; they gave up at last, because they 
thought the whole family became others’ laughingstock and felt humiliated. Usually, the 
village committee has a duty to mediate such affairs, but the cadres told me it is difficult to 
perform. As a type of public node, the power of the village committee has the problem of 
spontaneity and is personal-relationship related. All cadres are local residents, and inevitably 
involved in various kinds of relation. 
However, other public resources are seldom found in the villages. In the largest town 
Shengze (盛泽) which is near the village San, there is an elder’s home belonging to the local 
Christian church (Figures 6.2 & 6.3). But none of the elders in the village thought they would 
stay there in the later years. While visiting the home, I got some clues. First this was a home 
of the local Christian church, demanding all its residents should be Christians or convert to 
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Christianity. Interestingly, when I interviewed the elders randomly, all of them said they had 
to convert to Christianity when they applied to the home, and told me that there were only a 
few people who were Christians before living here. Unfortunately, I could not get such data 
from the home. Second, the charge was high. An old man living in a two-person shared room 
without air conditioner and self-service type had to pay 800 Yuan (120USD) per month, much 
higher than the elders’ average income of San. Third, the most important reason, as discussed 
previously, the elder’s home was regarded as a place where only those elders without any 
family member stayed. Being labeled as “unfilial behavior”, both old parents and their 
children did not like to do it, which was related to “family face”. 







The structure of figure 6.4 is based on the analysis of this chapter and the previous 
chapters, I combine the facts of the two villages together, The most different node in the 
family network is son-in-law in matrilocal marriage since this type of marriage arrangement is 
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accepted in the village San while it is not accepted in the village Qian. The lower half of the 
circles display personal nodes in the elder’s network. According to the above analysis, the 
role of son and daughter is different, as well as son and daughter-in-law, or others. In this 
model, every node is an individual rather than a unit such as family. Compared with adult 
children, spouse is considered as the most important node, and placed in the inner-most circle; 
while son or matrilocal married daughter is in the second inner circle. They provide basic 
economic needs to the elder at least, but just as a supplement to what the spouse provides. 
Daughter, daughter-in-law or son-in-law in matrilocal marriage and grandchildren (children 
of son’s or of matrilocal family) are much weaker. The importance of daughter-in-law in the 
network is that she gives birth to a child, especially a son to continue the family line. Son-in-
law in patrilineal family and nephew are much weaker. The outside dotted cycle represents 
the network family boundary: whatever the relationship among family members, nodes within 
that line are considered as members of network family.  
The upper half of the circles show the importance of public nodes in an elder’s network, 
including government support and village support. As analyzed above, public support 
especially support from the government embodies a key difference between the two villages. 
Thus the node “government” is placed in the inner-most circle, and the node “vilage” is 
settled in the next circle.  
Here, one point needs to be emphasized: an absent node does not always have a 
replaceable one. For example, the death of spouse does not mean a son will replace his/her 
role, or the death of son also does not mean others (daughter-in-law or grandchildren) will 
replace his role), he/she might still stay in the original place. The absence of government 






  176 
Figure 6.4      Model of Latent Support Network of the Elderly   
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I: Quantitative Approach to Study Support Networks of the Elderly 
Employing a qualitative approach, Chapters Five and Six explored the support 
networks of the elderly from the aged parents’ perspective. The findings show that 
sons are still important nodes in their parents’ support networks embodying in 
concrete reality and future expectation, and daughters are stepping into their natal 
parents’ families while their daughters-in-law are considered as weak even nominal 
nodes; but the significance of the elders themselves and their spouses is marked. Old-
age support is associated with parents-children ties rather than three-generation 
relations; grandchildren are insubstantial in the support network in most cases. The 
degrees of public intervention are diverse between the two villages.  
The aim of this chapter is to examine support networks of the elderly from their 
adult children’s perspective by using a quantitative approach, exploring whether the 
change of the younger generation’s status is destroying informal and essential family 
support, and how they think about their obligations to their elder parents in the 
landless rural villages under the era of massive social transformation. A similar 
analytical structure will be used to that applied in the elderly’s perspective; and 
comparison between this chapter and the previous two chapters will seek the 
similarities and differences between these two perspectives and what is the dominant 
mechanism in supporting the elderly.  
1. Four Aspects Be Examined 
It is meaningful to explore support networks of the rural aged from the adult 
children’s perspective, in that they are traditionally regarded as the primary and 
strongest nodes in their parents’ personal support networks. The elderly’s perspective 
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only provides a one-sided interpretation of such a support system; combining with 
children’s perspective lets me get the whole picture. As analyzed in the previous 
chapters, today, the Chinese rural elderly, including those having farmland and 
landless rural elderly in most regions, do not have any opportunities to access any 
public resources; social security schemes for them in wealthy regions also cannot 
compare with those available for their urban counterparts. The Chinese government 
stresses the impossibility of providing universally available public social security 
scheme to the rural elderly in a short period of time; meanwhile, it emphasizes that 
children should show filial piety to, and be responsible for, their aged parents’ later 
years, which is reinforced by the law. Such generational responsibility includes three 
parts: economical support, daily and health care, and psychological support, At the 
current stage, economic support to the aged parents is still the primary one in rural 
China. Thus, family support to the rural elders and generational interdependence stand 
out, and resources from the family network are crucial for their well-being in later life.  
Previous studies have shown that the rural family undoubtedly still plays and will 
continue to play the most important role in providing types of support to their old 
parents (Alune & Phillips, 1999; Benjamin et al.; 2000; Zimmer & Kwong, 2003; Li 
et al. 2004; Zhang, 2004). Unlike in traditional agricultural villages, residents in 
landless villages have lost the basic security for farmers—farmland, and have to make 
a living from industrial-related sectors; and rural families are facing fundamental 
change. I am wondering whether the scarcity of public support is a sufficient 
condition for children to be significant in the support system. Old-age support 
emphasizes children’s moral obligation which is asymmetric and one-way support in 
light of Chinese Confucian ideology. However, the elders in the study thought that the 
old-age support relied on intergenerational reciprocity in the long-term rather than the 
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one-way obligation tradition, the elders themselves and their spouses’ tangible and 
intangible independence are meaningful. On the other hand, today’s rural children are 
economically independent and subjective capable individuals who are different from 
in the past. This may affect their motivation to provide various resources to their 
parents. How do they consider their obligations? Further, the rural elderly is not a 
homogenous group; economic diversity among elders is substantial among villages as 
well as within the same village. The analysis in the previous chapter showed that the 
elders in Qian Luoyang needed and really received more economic support from their 
children than those elders in San Guanqiao, where the economic condition was much 
better.  
It is taken for granted that Chinese rural villages keep the tradition better than the 
cities. However, landless rural villages have some unique features; rural urbanization 
and occupational transition of the younger generation are predominant. Landlessness 
has provided landless farmers new opportunities as well as risks. It may accelerate the 
decline of the family traditional pattern; for example, the parents-children relationship 
is becoming more egalitarian rather than hierarchical. And landlessness creates an 
occupational gap between old parents and their adult children, interfering with 
original generational relationship and cooperation, bringing about economic disparity 
between them. The rural younger generations, who are usually better educated and 
equipped with more modern skills, take advantage of opportunities to shift from being 
traditional farmers to modern factory workers, or other non-agricultural employees in 
the market-oriented economy. According to Chinese statistics, peasant workers’ 
economic condition is better than farmers’.  
Their aged parents, mostly with outdated farming knowledge and gradually 
weakening bodies, have little option but to stay at home. In the past, the small peasant 
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economy facilitated cooperation among family members, and getting profits from the 
soil was the fundamental goal. The heterogeneity of generational occupational 
mobility increases diversity among them. In general, there are two ways of 
occupational transition: in situ occupational transition or rural-urban migration as 
analyzed in Chapter Four. Most middle-aged children in San Guanqiao work in the 
local factories or run their own businesses; while jobs for their counterparts in Qian 
Luoyang are quite unstable. The stability of the job and related income may affect 
their ability to fulfill filial piety to the aged parents under the commodity economy 
scenario. Theoretically, the adult children with a higher and relatively stable income 
in San Guanqiao have greater ability to provide instrumental/tangible support to their 
aged parents. Which one plays a more significant role: parents’ needs or children’s 
capability?  
In many studies, the support system of the elderly focuses on functional or 
behavioral contents, such as what concrete support the elderly receive, and the 
patterns of such support. This is an important aspect of old-age support; however, 
nodes in the networks of the elder parents are not necessarily supportive, and the 
network of an old person is not equal to his/her support network. Further, each child is 
expected to help his/her parents. The resources a child provides do not equal what 
his/her parents obtain in total, in that he/she might have several children. According to 
Chinese cultural tradition, male-centered patriarchal family system shapes gender-
based patterns in a parent’s support system. The results in Chapter Six have showed 
that gender still plays an important role in the support network nowadays, and most 
parents still emphasize sons’ support in reality and future expectation. The rural son 
provides fundamental resources to his parents, while a daughter’s role is 
supplementary compared to that of her brothers. Therefore, I try to examine how far 
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the patriarchal family system still works and functions in the landless rural villages.  
Just as in urban areas, family structure and living arrangement has changed greatly 
in rural villages, but the elders are geographically close to their sons due to the 
dominant patrilocal marriage arrangement and in situ occupational transition of them. 
The existing studies show that living arrangement and geographic proximity to 
parents are important factors in the old-age support, which may affect interaction 
patterns between generations and the role of son or daughter in his/her parents’ 
support network, since some types of support such as daily care or health care require 
close proximity.  
In accordance with the above discussion and the analysis from the previous 
chapters, four aspects of the support network will be examined from the adult 
children’s perspective. 
· From an economic aspect, children in the village San Guanqiao have more 
economic ability and may provide more economic support to their parents than 
their counterparts in the village Qian Luoyang.  
 
· From an occupational aspect, with the occupational change, those children who 
take jobs other than farming have more ability and may provide more resources 
to their aged parents.  
 
· From a gender aspect,  gender traditionally plays an important role in old age 
support; today, sons and daughters still take different duties in their old parents’ 
support network.   
 
· From a demographic aspect, living arrangement and geographic proximity to 
parents may be factors which affect adult children’s roles in their parents’ 
support network.  
 
2. Sampling Method and Questionnaire Design 
In Chapters Three, I described my fieldwork in the two landless rural villages: 
Qian Luoyang and San Guanqiao. I did in-depth interview and participant observation 
with all available elders in the study sites, and surveyed the fixed number of adult 
children of the respondent elders. I restricted my survey targets to those adult children 
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who were aged 18 years or above whatever their marital status, but working in the 
local areas of parents who were 60 years old or over. Therefore, I surveyed at least 
one child of each elderly respondent /elderly couple, if they had any child living 
within the villages. In the study sites, I used purposive sampling method, and the total 
number of the sample framework in each village was 50, thus 100 adult children were 
included in the survey. To facilitate comparison between the two villages, the contents 
of the survey questionnaire were identical. The informant reported his/ her own 
family information, and his/ her natal parents’ information.   
A structured individual-targeted questionnaire was used in the survey, including 
four parts: general information of himself/ herself and his/ her nuclear family (wife 
and children), information on his/ her natal parents, relationship and interaction 
between parents and himself /herself, and his/her opinion about the public or family 
old-age support. Since the survey targets were adult children working in the local 
areas, it was difficult to find them during day-time, even at weekends. Local factory 
employees worked shifts both on weekday and weekend, businessmen or other self-
employed people usually thought that “earning money”( 挣钱, zheng qian) was more 
important than taking a rest. Local residents like to say “earning money is the most 
important thing. Only when I have enough money I can enjoy my leisure time.” So, 
the only convenient time to visit their families and do surveys was at night and 
usually took 30 minutes. For illiterate respondents19, I filled questionnaires according 
to face-to-face structural interview. To make sure of the quality of the questionnaire, I 
checked the answers after each respondent finished it. When both husband and wife 
were available, I asked them to fill out the questionnaire separately. The advantage of 
the approach was that there was no non-response case and no missing values in the 
                                               
19 Illiterate respondents only happened in the village Qian Luoyang, comprising 12 per cent of the total 
respondents in the village.  
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questionnaires.  
3. Strength and Limitations of the Approach 
As a quantitative approach, there are some strengths as well as limitations in my 
study. I generalize the limitations as below:   
· When designing the survey questionnaire, a difficulty I faced was how to cover 
public nodes from the children’s perspective. I could only design questions on the 
adult children’s opinions about public support system, and whether or not their 
parents had access to any public resources.  
· Considering the length of the questionnaire, the time required to fill it in, and the 
educational level of the respondents, the contents were confined to four parts. As a 
result, most questions were straightforward, like age, gender, education, income. 
In addition, it was difficult to mix contents of roles as son/daughter and son-in-
law/ daughter-in-law in case of confusion. Therefore, I only focused on son or 
daughter’s role, and the relationship between child and his/ her natal parents, 
while daughter-in-law or son-in-law’s role was ignored.  
· By using quantitative method, I only surveyed those adult children who lived in 
the villages. Thus, those elders who were childless or only had a married out 
daughter/son, or children migrated to other places, or child died, did not have any 
child respondent within the survey frame. In total, there were five elders whose 
children were not included in Qian Luoyang: one childless elder, two elders only 
with married out daughters, one elder whose son died, and one elder all of whose 
children migrated to other places. And there were five elders whose children were 
not included in San Guanqiao: two childless elders, one elder with a married out 
daughter, and one elder who had both married out sons and a dead son, and one 
elder whose children all migrated to cities.   
  184 
· My study sites were the two rural villages, and the numbers surveyed were small, 
which may affect the reliability and interpretation of the findings. Further, the 
samples all came from those adult children living within the village and working 
in the neighborhood; it is more homogenous because those children working or 
migrating to other places were not included in the sampling frame.  
· Due to the restriction of fieldwork duration, I only stayed in the study sites for six 
months. It is impossible to get longitudinal data from these two villages. In order 
to do comparison and find evidence about social change, official statistics both at 
national and provincial level is employed; and a horizontal comparison between 
two villages is conducted.  
In spite of these limitations of my quantitative study, the finding are interesting 
raising some questions with regard to the support system of the elderly, and making 
up for the weakness of support network study only from the elderly’s perspective.  
4. Variables  
A purpose of this chapter is to investigate the likelihood of adult children 
providing support to their elderly parents, as measured in the following three 
dimensions: structural and functional supports, and their opinions about family and 
public support to the aged. The structural dimension of support is examined through 
the family and living arrangement of the survey respondents and their aged parents, 
such as geographic proximity, frequency of the respondents’ visiting their parents, 
and the inter /intra generational relationship. Two types of functional support are 
included in the dimension: one is instrumental support which covers economic 
support and care provision, and the other is psychological support. Two factors are 
considered as economic support: momentary generational transfer and material 
support. Care provision counts daily care and health care. The respondents’ opinion 
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on old-age support is measured through eight questions, including ideal family living 
arrangement, opinion about son’s or government’s role in old-age support, filial piety, 
pre-condition of providing support to parents, reason for raising children. They are 
coded in a five-point scale (1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=no strong opinion, 
4=agree, 5=strongly agree). 
Village and gender are two dummy variables. The former is coded as 1 (San 
Guanqiao), 2 (Qian Luoyang); the later is coded as 1(male), 2 (female). Three 
questions are related to living arrangement: respondent’s living arrangement, his/her 
parents’ living arrangement, and geographic proximity between them. Living 
arrangement of the respondent is coded as 1 (live alone), 2 (live only with spouse), 3 
(live with spouse and unmarried children), 4 (live with spouse and a married son), 5 
(live with spouse and a married daughter), 6 (live with parents), 7 (with parents-in-
law), 8 (other options). Living arrangement of parents is coded as 1 (live alone), 2 
(live with unmarried brother), 3 (live with a married brother), 4 (live in elderly 
people’s home), 5 (other options). And geographic proximity is coded as 1 (same 
natural village), 2 (same administrative village), 3 (same town), 4 (same county), 5 
(others). The survey questionnaire is shown as an appendix.  
Occupational transition of the younger generation is a characteristic that I would 
like to find in the landless villages, and occupation is coded as follows: 1 (farmer), 2 
(livestock-raising or aquaculture raiser), 3 (factory employee), 4 (trader/businessman), 
5 (factory or company owner), 6(others). And income level is also considered an 
important variable, according to the respondent’s report and coded in annual income 
level from 1 (less than 10,000 Yuan) to 7 (more than 100,000 Yuan). Economic and 
health status of their parents may be two factors which affect children providing 
support. Questions are designed into two levels: respondent’s subjective 
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understanding of his/her parents economic and health condition; and objective 
situation of the parents. Two questions are involved to evaluate the first level: “the 
financial condition of your parents” and “how about their health”. Four questions are 
associated with the second level: whether parents have old-age pension or insurance, 
whether they have health insurance, and their annual income. Old-age pension/ old-
age insurance/ health insurance is coded as 1 (yes), 2 (no), 3 (unclear); economic 
condition of parents is coded as 1 (very bad), 2 (bad), 3 (fair), 4 (good), 5 (very good). 
The details of these variables are displayed in Table 7.1. 
 
II: Descriptive Characteristics of the Adult Children and their Elderly Parents in 
the Two Villages  
 
Table 7.1 displays basic characteristics of the survey targets in the two villages, 
including gender, age, marital status, occupation, annual income, education, and 
religion. The percentage of male and female respondents was similar in the two 
villages; and the number of male respondents slightly exceeded that of female 
respondents. Respondents’ age was according to their reports, among 30 to 60 years 
old and categorized into three scales: 31-40, 41-50, and 51-60. In both villages, the 
percentage of unmarried or divorced mature adults was insignificant, and more than 
90 per cent of the respondents were currently married.  
Occupation developed a trend of diversity in the landless villages which was 
different from homogeneous traditional ones; but an obvious gap existed between the 
two villages. In the village San Guan Qiao (in the rest of the chapter, it is called San), 
more than 90 per cent of the respondents worked in non-agricultural sectors as factory 
employees, trader/businessman, or entrepreneurs; those respondents who chose 
“other” category worked as vendors, housewife, part-time worker, or factory/ 
company senior managers. However, in the village Qain Luoyang (in the rest of the 
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thesis, it is called Qian), occupational structure was more complex. More than 30 per 
cent of the respondents were still farmers, although farmland was dramatically 
decreasing in the village. They often contracted farmland from their own village or 
nearby, or even in Shandong peninsula area in the adjacent Northern Province. The 
respondents who chose “other” category worked as independent construction workers, 
small venders, or housewives. And one respondent worked in a middle-east country as 
a construction worker.  
Annual income of the respondents was also based on their own reports, and then 
divided into seven categories. Significant income gap existed between the two 
villages. As with their parents, income level of the adult children in the village San 
was much higher than their counterparts in Qian. In this village, 84 per cent of the 
respondents’ income was lower than 20,000Yuan (2,850USD) annually, while nearly 
half of the respondents’ annual income was higher than that level in San. Also, 
educational level of the respondents in the village San was higher. This finding 
matched the result from their parents’ perspective. There were six illiterate 
respondents included in my study, all of them in the village Qian. Interestingly, in this 
village, only one respondent was Christian, but all the others did not have any religion.  
In San, 28 per cent of the respondents were Buddhists, but none of them was Christian. 
When I visited the local Christian church, there were a few elders but from the nearby 
villagers. According to my observation, migrants were the frequent visitors. 
Interestingly, the elder-care institution funded by the Christians in a neighboring town 
demanded all its residents should be Christians, when I interviewed the elders in the 
institution, some of them told me they had to or their children forced them convert to 
Christianity in order to live there. 
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Table 7.1     Descriptive Characteristics of the Survey Respondents in the Two Villages  
San Guanqiao Qian Luoyang Variables  
N %  N %  
Gender 
   Male                                       
   Female 
Age 









     Farmer 
Livestock-raising or aquaculture 
     Factory employee 
     Trader/Businessman  
     Factory or company owner       
      Others  








Education level  
Illiterate  
Primary school 
Junior high school 
Senior high school/technical secondary school 


























































































































































Characteristics of the respondents’ elder parents are provided in Table 7.2. Most 
of them were between 60 to 80 years old, and the percentage of the oldest-old (80 or 
above) was low, especially in the village San. Nearly half of the respondents had lost 
a parent, and the percentage of widowed mothers was higher than widowed fathers in 
both villages. Economic condition and income level of parents were designed both 
subjectively and objectively. The respondents were asked to evaluate their parents’ 
economic condition in a five-point scale as 1 (very bad), 2 (bad), 3 (fair), 4 (good), 5 
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(very good), and also asked to report their parents’ income in detail. Interestingly, 
although in reality, the economic level of the village San was much higher than in 
Qian, (with only 20 per cent of parents earning less than 3,000 Yuan compared with 
66 per cent in Qian), the proportion of respondents who considered the economic 
condition of their parents as bad or very bad was not so much lower in San—22 per 
cent compared with 33 per cent in Qian. And more than half of respondents 
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Table 7.2      Descriptive Characteristics of the Survey Respondents’ Elderly Parents 
San Guanqiao Qian Luoyang Variables 
Number Percentage  Number Percentage  










  Economic condition of parents 
   Very bad 
   Bad  
   Fair 
   Good 
   Very good    
  Annual income level of parents 
   0 
   0-2,000 








  Health condition of parents 
   Very bad  
Bad  
   Fair  
   Good  
   Very good   
  Old-age insurance/pension of parents 
   No  
   Yes  
   Unclear  
  Health insurance of parents  
   No 
   Yes  






































































































































































In general, the adult children counted their parents’ income lower than their 
parents’ own reports. For example, none of the interviewed elders in San thought they 
did not have any income, but seven of these adult children reported their parents 
without any income. In Qian, only five of the elders reported they did not have any 
income, but 66 per cent of the respondents reported their parents did not have any 
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income or income level below than 2,000 Yuan. According to the elders’ report, more 
than 90 per cent of the elders’ annual income in the village San was higher than 3,000 
Yuan (445USD), while their children reported that 32 per cent of their aged parents’ 
annual income was lower than that level. The gap between the interviewed elders and 
the younger respondents’ reports may arise from the following reasons: some 
respondents thought their parents’ labor income could not be counted, because it was 
unstable, and parents lost it with age. Some respondents considered house rental was 
definitely excluded; and some respondents thought only pension or in-kind was 
income. Further, the huge income gap existed between the elderly parents and the 
adult children within either village. According to the respondents’ reports, 90 per cent 
of their aged parents’ annual income was less than 10,000 Yuan (1,500 USD) while 86 
per cent of their income was more than that level in San; 68 per cent and 98 per cent 
of the aged parents’ income was less than 2,000 Yuan and 10,000 Yuan respectively, 
while 80 of the respondents’ income was higher than 10,000 Yuan in Qian.   
However, the answer to “whether or not your parents have old-age pension or 
insurance” puzzled me. A total of 44 per cent of the respondents in San thought their 
parents’ did not have either of them, and more than 90 per cent of the respondents 
regarded their parents had neither of them in Qian. The same happened for the 
question “whether your parents have health insurance”: 96 per cent of the respondents 
in Qian reported their parents had it, while only 40 per cent the respondents in San 
reported their parents had it. Comparing the respondents’ answer with what I learned 
from local cadres or their parents, the gap was substantial. In San I was told that all 
elders had joined the rural cooperative health insurance; the village committee of 
Qian paid the insurance for all elders aged 70 or over, and most the young-old people 
(60-69) had joined the program. Asking some respondents, I got three clues: first, 
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some of them did not consider the cooperative health insurance for the rural residents 
worth mentioning because it was so small compared to the level for urban residents; 
second, their parents paid the insurance fee by themselves and did not think it was a 
public health insurance; third, some of them had no idea whether their parents had it 
or not. In addition, more than half of the respondents evaluated their parents’ health 
condition as “not bad or good” or above in both villages. Only one respondent in Qian 
considered his parents’ condition as “very bad”. 
III: Structural Dimension of Support Network of the Elderly Parents 
Structural dimension of support is examined through the family and living 
arrangement of the survey respondents and their aged parents, geographic proximity 
and intra/ intergenerational intimacy.  
  Table 7.3 provides information about the intimate families of the survey 
respondents and their living arrangements. In the village Qian, about 90 per cent of 
them had at least two children, but most of their counterparts in San only had one 
child. The answer validates the findings from their aged parents. A finding is that the 
percentage of the respondents who co-reside with their children is higher in both 
villages, while the percentage who co-resides with their elderly parents is much lower. 
The number of those living with their aged parents was little higher in San due to the 
matrilocal marriage arrangement, and 70 per cent of the survey respondents in the 
village lived with spouses only or with spouse and their unmarried children. In Qian, 
36 per cent of the respondents lived with their married son; and 55 per cent of them 
lived with spouse only or with spouse and their unmarried children. Like the general 
situation of China, a four-generation living arrangement scarcely happened in either 
village, and nor did any other types of joint family. As noted in Chapter Two, in rural 
areas, one and two generation household comprised about 79 and 78 per cent of the 
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total households of the nation and Jiangsu province; and three generation households 
were about 20 and 22 per cent respectively, but four and above generation households 
only comprised 0.8 and 1.5 per cent at the national and Jiangsu provincial level 
respectively in 2005. Living arrangement may be life-stage related; the frequency of 
three generation households is lower when people get older. One interpretation is that 
Chinese family is downward relationship focused; as adult children set up their own 
families and have their children, the possibility for the elders to live with their adult 
children declines.  
 
Table 7.3                 Family and Living Arrangement of the Survey Respondents 
 
San Guanqiao Qian Luoyang Variables 
N % N % 





  Living arrangement  
      Live alone  
      With spouse only  
      With spouse and unmarried children 
      With spouse and a married son  
      With spouse and a married daughter 
      With spouse and parents 
























































Details of living arrangement of the respondents’ aged parents, and geographic 
proximity between the respondents and their elderly parents are presented in Tables 
7.4 and 7.5. The number of the aged parents who lived alone was higher than any 
other types of living arrangement in both villages; except that the female respondents 
reported their parents who lived with their married brothers’ outnumbering other 
types in San. None of the aged parents lived in an elderly people’s home, in that 
government sponsored aged people’s homes in rural areas primarily serve for five-
guarantee elders, but other types of home are quite expensive such as an elder’s home 
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introduced in the previous chapter. It is also considered as “losing face” to send 
parents to the home if children are still alive. When I asked the survey respondents in 
both villages, they said they never considered doing it; and only several people in San 
thought it was understandable.   
After finishing the survey, I asked my respondents what “living together” meant. 
They considered living under the same roof or next door to parents as this category. 
Another interpretation is that they and their parents are registered in the same 
household, or that the houses resided in by their parents’ belong to them or their 
siblings. Geographic proximity between the respondents and their parents was close in 
both villages; most of them were within the same town. And it was much closer in the 
village Qian, where gender difference was marked; all of the male respondents lived 
in the same natural village as their elderly parents. The data supported one of my 
findings in Chapter Six: the aged parents and their adult children, especially sons, 
were in network family arrangement more than any other type of living arrangement.   
 
Table 7.4              Living Arrangements of the Respondents’ Elderly Parents (%) 
 
San Guanqiao Living arrangement of parents  
Sons Daughters Both Sexes 
Living alone 59 39 50 
With unmarried brother  4 0 2 
With married brother  11 48 28 
With Your family 26 13 20 
Total% 100 100 100 
Number  27 23 50 
 Qian Luoyang 
Living alone 46 58 52 
With unmarried brother 4 4 4 
With married brother 42 38 40 
Your family 8 0 4 
Total % 100 100 100 
Number 26 24 50 
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Table 7.5   Geographic Proximity between Elderly Parents & the Survey Respondents (%) 
 
 San Guanqiao 
Geographic proximity to parents  
Sons Daughters Both Sexes 
Same natural village 59 26 44 
Same administrative village  11 9 10 
Same town  15 56 34 
Same county 15 9 12 
Total % 100 100 100 
Number 27 23 50 
 Qian Luoyang 
Same natural village 100 33 68 
Same administrative village  0 17 8 
Same town  0 29 14 
Same county 0 17 8 
Others 0 4 2 
Total % 100 100 100 
Number 26 24 50 
 
The frequency of the survey respondents visiting their parents is presented in 
Table 7.6. In the questionnaire, I designed two categories of questions about living 
arrangement: live with parents and live independent from parents. In the table, I 
combined those survey respondents living with their parents into the value “almost 
everyday”. Only one female respondent in Qian reported that she never visited her 
parents after marriage. She said her parents’ family was in the neighboring 
province—Anhui(安徽), and she did not have a good relationship with them. All the 
other 99 respondents in both villages said that they visited their parents at least several 
times per month. But not all the respondents who lived in the same village with their 
parents visited them every day; and this frequency was lower in Qian considering the 
information in Table 7.5. Interestingly, data from their aged parents indicated that 
daughters did not frequently visit their parents, but according to Table 7.6 nearly half 
of them visited their parents several times per week or almost everyday in both 
villages. 
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Table 7.6          Frequency of the Respondents’ Visiting the Elderly Parents (%) 
 
San Guanqiao Frequency of respondents visits to parents  
Sons Daughters Both Sexes 
Never visit 0 0 0 
Several times per month  33 43 38 
Several times per week 15 22 18 
Almost everyday 52 35 44 
Total % 100 100 100 
Number 27 23 50 
 Qian Luoyang 
Never visit 0 4 2 
Several times per month  8 50 28 
Several times per week 38 17 28 
Almost everyday 54 29 42 
Total% 100 100 100 
Number 26 24 50 
 
Intergenerational and intra-generational relationship of the survey respondents is 
given in Table 7.7. As shown in the table, the only respondent who did not have any 
sibling is in the village San. 96 per cent of the respondents in Qian had three or more 
siblings, and the possibility of having three or more brothers or sisters was much 
higher than those in San (96% vs 56%). In general, most respondents in both villages 
evaluated the relationship with siblings as positive (fair and above); and only one 
respondent in Qian thought he had very bad relationship with his siblings. 78 per cent 
of the respondents in San considered they had very good relationship with their 
siblings, and the average score was higher. Similar to the relationship with the 
siblings, both male and female respondents in either village assessed their relationship 
with parents as positive; ranking “fair” and above. But more respondents in the village 
San judged their relationship with the aged parents as “very good”. Comparing these 
two relationships in two villages, the average scores of both kinds of relationship were 
higher in San. Within either village, the average score of “the relationship with 
siblings” was little higher than that of “relationship with parents”. Some respondents 
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even said, “Everyone is busy and has his business, we don’t have time to fight. 
Actually, we needn’t to do so. Everything is arranged, including parents. If necessary, 
we will help our siblings.” 
  
Table 7.7                   Intergenerational and Intra-generational Relationship 
San Guanqiao Qian Luoyang Variables 
N % N % 
Number of siblings  
    0 
    1 
2 
3+ 
Number of brothers 




  Number of sisters  
      0 
      1 
      2 
      3+ 
  Relationship with siblings  
 Bad(1)     
 Fair(2) 
     Good(3) 
     Very Good(4)   
   Average score 
 
  Relationship with parents 
 Bad(1)  
 Fair(2) 
     Good(3) 
     Very Good(4)   


















































































































IV: What Resources do the Respondents Provide and Related Factors: 
Functional Resource Provision 
 
First, I give a general description of gross upward and downward functional 
resource flow between the survey respondents and their elderly parents. The aim is to 
find whether resource flow is in both directions, what resources the survey 
respondents provide, and differences between the villages. As upward resources flow, 
I designed a question about “did you give any help to your parents in the past 12 
months?”, and categorized “resources” into five values: cash, material support, daily 
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care, health care and mental consolation. As noted previously, functional resource 
provision is categorized into instrumental support and psychological support. Further, 
economic support and care provision are two sub-groups under “instrumental support”; 
economic support includes cash and material support, and care provision is divided 
into daily care and health care. Each value is coded as 1 (yes), 2 (no). Table 7.8 
displays the details of upward resources flow: from adult children to their aged 
parents from gender aspect.  
Table 7.8         Upward Resources Flow Provided by the Survey Respondents (%) 
 
Instrumental Support  
Economic Support  Care Provision Both Sexes 
Cash Material 
Support 




     
Male 
    Female          
 
Qian Luoyang 
   
















































In general, upward resources flow was not very active in either village; and for 
each kind of support, the percentage of respondents choosing the value “no” was high 
expect ‘material support’ in the village Qian. In San, the two highest score were 
“material support” and “daily care”, with percentage of only around 50. But in Qian, 
the percentage of “providing material support” was extraordinarily high (90 %), and 
next was “cash” (58 %) rather than “daily care”. As shown in the table, monetary 
upward transfer from adult children to parents was more common Qian than in San; 
the same happened for “material support”, and the difference between the two villages 
was significant. Although upward resources flow of the last three variables: daily care, 
health care and mental consolation was not frequently happened in either village, the 
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percentage was a little higher in the village San. This proves the finding from the 
parents’ perspective: the elders in Qian obtain more economic resources from their 
children.  The elderly parents in Qian really need these support most, while the 
respondents in San need not provide as much economic resources to their parents as 
their counterparts do in Qian, and they have ability to provide other resources. 
Compare male respondents’ upward resource flow with female respondents’, I find 
that females are really active to provide psychological support, daily and health care.  
Table 7.9 provides information about the relationship between living arrangement 
of their elderly parents and the possibility of the survey respondents providing various 
kinds of support. The result shows it is not relevant between them in either village: the 
elders in San obtain less economic resources from their children whatever the living 
arrangement, but their counterparts in Qian are possible to get more such support 
from their children in any type of living arrangement. There are some possibilities to 
interpret it: 1. there may be some kind of old-age support agreement among married 
children, especially sons, whatever the living arrangement of the parents; 2. it is some 
difficult to count the resources provision in generational coresident family. 3. since 
the respondents and their parents live nearby, living arrangement is not an important 
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Table 7.9         Living Arrangement of the Elderly Parents and the Possibility for the                             
Survey Respondents to Provide Kinds of Resources (%) 
 
Supports Living alone With unmarried brother 
With married 
brother Your family 
San Guanqiao     
Cash                   10 2 4 6 
Material Support      22 2 20 10 
Daily Care                                          22 0 18 10 
Health Care                                            14 2 12 8 
Physiological support                                     22 0 12 6 
Number (50) 25 1 14 10 
Qian Luoyang     
Cash        28 2 24 4 
Material Support     44 4 36 6 
Daily Care                                            18 4 12 4 
Health Care                                           8 2 8 0 
Physiological support                20 2 12 4 
Number (50) 26 2 20 2 
 
Occupations of the survey respondents and the possibility of providing various 
kinds of resources are presented in Table 7.10. Respondents categorized as “others” 
include managers, teachers, and local cadres. My premise is that those children taking 
jobs other than farmers have more ability and may provide more resources to their 
elderly parents. But the result does not support it, and the occupational diversity of the 
children does not show much difference in upward resource provision. Considering 
the findings in this and previous chapters, the result suggests that the in situ 
occupational transition may affect it. Thus, what the parents’ basic economic need 
rather than the respondents’ ability are likely to be the primary reason for them to 
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Table 7.10        Percentage of Survey Respondents Able to Provide Various Kinds of Resources     














San Guanqiao        
Cash                                       2 2 8 4 2 4 
Material Support   2 2 28 8 0 14 
Daily Care     4 0 26 12 0 8 
Health Care       2 2 16 4 0 12 
Mental Consolation                              2 0 14 8 2 16 
Number (50) 2 1 25 8 1 13 
Qian Luoyang       
Cash         26 8 10 0 0 12 
Material Support     42 8 16 6 0 18 
Daily care        10 6 12 4 0 6 
Health care       6 2 4 2 0 4 
Mental Consolation                10 2 12 4 0 10 
Number(50) 18 6 10 3 0 12 
 
The picture of downward resource flow from elderly parents to the survey adult 
children is given in Table 7.11, but the survey question is simpler than the upward 
resources question: “did you receive resources from your parents in the past?”, and 
coded in four scales: never, seldom, sometimes or often. This question is regarded as 
both an objective and subjective one, and considers resource flow in the long-term. 
The result indicates that downward frequency is a little higher between elderly 
parents-son than parents-daughter. If considering the scale “often” as active resource 
flow, the downward flow is not very active in either village and the difference 
between them is not meaningful. Thus, downward resource flow might be inactive in 
reality, or the adult children do not think about /value those resources from their 
parents, and take it for granted.  
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Table 7.12 examines the relationship between the frequency of downward 
resource flow from parents to the respondents and the possibility of resource 
provision by the respondents, the purpose is to find whether the downward resource 
flow is a precondition for adult children to support their aged parents in the later years. 
From the result, I can not find the significant gap between those parents who are 
regarded as “never” or “seldom” providing resource and those who are considered as 
“sometimes” or “often”. Thus, it is not proper to use “exchange” to interpret basic 
resource flow between parents-child, and obtaining resource from their parents is not 
a substantial factor for Children to provide resource in return. The finding does not 
support a result from their parents’ perspective: the old-age support relied on 
intergenerational reciprocity in the long-term rather than the one-way obligation 
tradition. It is likely to support that the parents’ primary need is an important factor 
affecting the children to provide various resources, and children may consider old-age 























  203 
Table 7.11           Downward Resource Flow Provision by Survey Respondents’  
Elderly Parents in the Past Year (%) 
 
Village San Guanqiao Scale 
Sons Daughters Both Sexes 
Never 11 26 18 
Seldom 33 31 32 
Sometimes 48 39 44 
Often 8 4 6 
Total % 100 100 100 
Number 27 23 50 
 Village Qian Luoyang 
Never 12 29 20 
Seldom 42 38 40 
Sometimes 35 29 32 
Often 11 4 8 
Total % 100 100 100 
Number 26 24 50 
 
 
Table 7.12      Downward Resource Flow and the Possibility of the Respondents to  
   Provide Various Supports (%) 
 
Supports Never Seldom Sometimes Often 
San Guanqiao     
Cash          8 4 8 2 
Material Support       10 14 26 4 
Daily Care                                         8 18 22 2 
Health Care    6 10 16 4 
Physiological support                                   8 14 14 4 
Number(50) 9 16 22 3 
Qian Luoyang     
Cash           14 26 12 6 
Material Support      18 34 30 8 
Daily Care          10 12 10 6 
Health Care        10 4 4 0 
Physiological support                                     10 6 12 10 
Number(50) 10 20 16 4 
 
Next, details of functional support provision to the elderly parents from their adult 
children are analyzed.   
1. Economic Resources Provision From the Adult Children 
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Economic support is one of the two instrumental supports to the aged, and is 
displayed in Table 7.13. Sons in Qian Luoyang are the group most likely to provide 
either cash or material resources to their parents. Comparing the gender difference, 
there is not a substantial gap between male and female children in the village San, but 
this is larger in Qian. But the result does not correspond very well with the findings 
from the elders’ perspective, which emphasizes sons’ duties and more economic 
resources from them, especially in Qian. There are two reasons contributing to this: 
first comes from the methodological merit of the qualitative approach, which enables 
me to investigate the facts in detail, and a disadvantage of the question design is that I 
can not count the future expectation which the elders emphasize; second, it may be 
some bias or expectation in the elders’ response, in that they think/ hope they have 
gotten or may get more in the future from their sons.  
Tables 7.14 and 7.15 provide information about the relationship between 
subjective and objective evaluation of the elderly parents’ economic condition and the 
possibility for the survey respondents to provide economic support. In Qian, the 
respondents were likely to provide economic resources to the parents who were 
ranked as “worse” and the income lower than 2,000 Yuan, but the relationship was not 
clear in San. Thus, economic support to the parents is mostly depended on their 
parents’ basic need rather than adult children’ idea.  
 
Table 7.13                         Percentage of Survey Respondents Providing 
                                                  Economic Support to their Parents  
 
San Guanqiao Qian Luoyang        
Male  Female  Males  Female 














Number 27 23 26 24 
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Table 7.14       Provision of Economic Support by the Survey Respondents, 
According to Economic Condition of Parents (%) 
 
San Guanqiao Qian Luoyang    
Economic Condition of 
Parents         Cash Material support Cash Material support 
Very bad 0 2% 0 0 
Worse 0 6% 28% 32% 
Average 18% 42% 24% 44% 
Better 2% 2% 2% 6% 
Very good 2% 2% 4% 8% 
Number 11 27 29 45 
 
 
Table 7.15        Possibility of Economic Support Provision from Survey Respondents, 
According to Income Level of Parents (%) 
 
San Guanqiao Qian Luoyang  
 
  Income Level of Parents  
  
         Cash Material support Cash Material support 
0-2,000 2 10 38 54 
2,001-4,000 4 14 4 8 
4,001-6,000 6 10 10 16 
6,001-8,000 4 6 2 2 
8,001-10,000 4 10 4 8 
>10000 2 4 0 2 
Number 11 27 29 45 
 
 
2. Care Provision From the Adult Children 
Table 7.16 presents survey respondents’ answers about daily care and health care 
provision to the aged parents. The result shows a big difference from that of upward 
provision of economic resources. Compared to sons in Qian Luoyang, all the other 
three categories are more likely to provide both daily and health care. The substantial 
gap is in health care provision. Compared to their counterparts in the village Qian 
Luoyang, children in San Guanqiao provide much more health care; compared to 
male respondents, females’ provision of health care is significant. And the finding 
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mostly matches the outcomes from their parents’ perspective. Table 7.17 provides 
information about the relationship between the elderly parents’ health condition and 
the possibility for the survey respondents to provide care support. The respondents are 
more likely to provide both daily care and health care to the aged parents whose 
health condition is evaluated as worse and below in Qian, but the relationship is not 
clear in San. The result is not significant; a reason may be that most respondents rank 
their parents’ health condition as fair or above, and the respondents do not think daily 
or health care is mostly needed for their parents. 
 
Table 7.16                Care Provision to their Parents by the Survey Respondents   
 
San Guanqiao Qian Luoyang 
Male  Female  Males  Female 
 
     
N % N % N % N % 
Daily Care 13 26 12 24 8 16 11 22 
Health Care 6 12 12 24 1 2 8 16 
 
Table 7.17     Possibility of Economic Support Provision from the Survey Respondents, 
                                           According to Health Condition of Parents(%) 
 
San Guanqiao Qian Luoyang  
Daily care  Health care  Daily care  Health care 
Very worse 0 0 2 2 
Worse 2 6 6 6 
Average 24 22 8 4 
Better 12 4 10 2 
Very good 12 4 12 4 
Number 25 18 19 9 
 
In addition, I also asked the respondents the question “as parents get ill, who takes 
care of them?” The answer was coded as 1 (parents themselves), 2 (you and your 
spouse), 3 (you and your siblings), 4 (hire a maid), 5 (others, to be specified). Table 
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7.18 gives the detailed information. In both villages, the percentage of respondents 
choosing “you and your siblings” is much higher than any other answers for both 
males and females, which can be regarded as a shared obligation among siblings. In 
rural China, because of the lower economic level and custom, it scarcely occurs for a 
family to hire a maid to take care of a sick parent. In the villages, the respondents 
choosing “others” interpreted that parents themselves and siblings were all 
responsible for it.  Although in the previous chapters, I demonstrated that commodity 
thought had deeply penetrated rural villages, it did not mean that their private life was 
necessarily commodified. For example, unlike in the past, many daily consumable 
goods need to be bought which once came from their farming production: cooking oil, 
even rice or vegetables. Public social service or other paid service of taking care of 
the aged is not available in these areas.  
 
Table 7.18   Health Care Provision from Survey Respondents to the Elderly parents (%) 
Village San Guanqiao Care provider 
Sons Daughters Both Sexes 
Parents themselves 11 4 8 
You and your spouse 4 13 8 
You and your siblings 67 79 72 
Hire a maid 0 0 0 
Others 18 4 12 
Total% 100 100 100 
Number 27 23 50 
 Village Qian Luoyang 
Parents themselves 0 8 4 
You and your spouse 4 0 2 
You and your siblings 96 79 88 
Hire a maid 0 0 0 
Others 0 13 6 
Total% 100 100 100 
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3. Psychological Support From the Adult Children 
Psychological support from the adult children is shown in Table 7.19. Compared 
to the first category—sons in Qian Luoyang, all three other categories are more likely 
to provide this type of support to their aged parents. This is like what the elderly in 
Qian said, most of their sons only provided material support.  
 
Table 7.19      Psychological Support to their Parents by the Survey Respondents   
 
San Guanqiao Qian Luoyang 
Male  Female  Males  Female 
 
     
N % N % N % N % 
  
No 16 32 14 28 21 42 10 20 
Yes 11 22 9 18 5 10 14 28 
 
Decision making is considered as a type of psychological support, and Tables 7.20 
and 7.21 display the details, including decision making of respondents themselves and 
that of their aged parents. As shown, respondents’ parents themselves, respondents’ 
siblings, especially sons all play roles in parents’ decision making in both villages, 
while only a small proportion of the aged make decision independently, and siblings 
of elderly parents are insignificant in such decision making. A matrilocal married 
female respondent in the village San reported that her parents only made decision 
with her. However, most respondents in both villages make decision with their 
spouses only; the roles of the aged parents are very weak in dealing with their 
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Table 7.20        Decision Making of the Respondents’ Elderly Parents (%) 
 
San Guanqiao Decision making 
Sons Daughters Both Sexes 
Parents themselves 22 22 22 
Respondent and siblings 52 43 48 
Only with sons 18 31 24 
Only with daughters  0 4 2 
With parents’ siblings 4 0 2 
others 4 0 2 
Total% 100 100 100 
Number 27 23 50 
 Qian Luoyang 
Parents themselves 8 12 10 
Respondent and siblings 62 42 52 
Only with sons 30 38 34 
Only with daughters  0 0 0 
With parents’ siblings 0 4 2 
others 0 4 2 
Total% 100 100  
Number 26 24 50 
 
 
Table 7. 21               Decision Making of Survey Respondents (%) 
 
San Guanqiao Decision making with of respondent  
Sons Daughters Both Sexes 
Parents  4 4 4 
Spouse  73 72 74 
Child 4 8 6 
Friends  4 4 4 
Spouse and siblings 4 4 4 
Spouse and children 4 4 4 
Parents, spouse and children 7 0 4 
Total% 100 100 100 
Number 27 23 50 
 Qian Luoyang 
Parents  0 4 2 
Spouse  81 84 82 
Child 0 0 0 
Friends  0 0 0 
Spouse and siblings 0 0 0 
Spouse and children 8 4 6 
Parents, spouse and children 11 8 10 
Total% 100 100 100 
Number 26 24 50 
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V: Family Support or Public Support—the Respondents’ Opinion 
Table 7.22 presents the details of the survey respondents’ opinions about family 
and public supports to the aged in the two villages, which are coded from 1(strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). According to the analysis, a big gap exists between the 
two villages. Most respondents in the village San disagree that providing support to 
their aged parents is only on the condition that their parents have supported them, or 
when their siblings provide support to the parents. However, in Qian, more than half 
respondents choose “uncertain” for the first two questions. The percentage of 
agreements is higher for the questions 3 to 5, which epitomize strongly traditional 
filial piety idea in both villages. However, contradictory answers are given to 
questions 4 and 5. Although the respondents think that children should live with 
elderly parents; the ideal living arrangement they prefer is conjugal, intimate, nuclear 
family. Unlike in the past, the majority of respondents in San do not think old-age 
support is only son’s obligation; on the contrary, more than half respondents in Qian 
stress son’s obligation in old age support. The respondents place emphasis on family’s 
duty than government’ in San, while their counterparts in Qian choose “uncertain” for 
this question. However, the evidence from the elderly parents’ perspective shows that 
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Table 7.22               Survey Respondents’ Opinion about Old-age Support (%) 
 











1. Only when my 
siblings provide 
support to parents, 
do I do it. 
S     8 
Q    0 
S     58 
Q    18 
S      28 
Q     56 
S    4 
Q  26 
S    2 
Q   0 
S    2.34 
Q   3.08 
2. Only when 
parents support me, 
I will give a 
repayment 
S   10 
Q    2 
S     60 
Q    18 
S      26 
Q     52 
S    2 
Q  28 
S    2 
Q   0 
S    2.44 
Q   3.60 
3. Raise children is 
to provide for old-
age support 
S     4 
Q    0 
S     22 
Q     2 
S      12 
Q     12 
S   60 
Q  84 
S    2 
Q   2 
S    3.34 
Q   3.86 
4. Support old-age 
parents is Chinese 
tradition of filial 
piety  
S     4 
Q    0 
S     12 
Q     0 
S       4 
Q     10 
S   70 
Q  82 
S   10 
Q   8 
S    3.10 
Q   3.98 
5. Children should 
live with elderly 
parents 
S     0 
Q    0 
S      2 
Q     0 
S      24 
Q     22 
S   70 
Q  78 
S    4 
Q   0 
S    3.70 
Q   3.98 
6. Ideal living 
arrangement only 
includes me, my 
spouse and children 
S     0 
Q    0 
S     12 
Q     0 
S      28 
Q     24 
S   56 
Q  72 
S    4 
Q   4 
S    3.76 
Q   3.78 
7. Old-age support 
is son’s obligation  
S    18 
Q    0 
S     46 
Q     2 
S      12 
Q     38 
S   22 
Q  58 
S    2 
Q   2 
S    3.52 
Q   3.80 
8. Old-age support 
is  government’s 
responsibility  
S    10 
Q    2 
S     60 
Q    18 
S      26 
Q     52 
S    2 
Q  28 
S    2 
Q   0 
S    2.26 
Q   3.06 
 
VI: Discussion and conclusion 
1. Aspects Examined  
Based on the quantitative survey data collected from the elderly’s adult children, 
this chapter explores the likelihood of the adult children providing various kinds of 
support to the aged parents. Two types of support—structural and functional support, 
and opinions about family and public support to the elderly are examined. The aim is 
find the respondents’ actual practices as well as their subjective understanding about the 
old-age support. In general, the upward resource flow is not very active, excluding 
material support to the aged parents in Qian. The findings possibly support the result 
from the previous chapter: the elderly and their spouse are the main source of various 
resources.  
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In the beginning of the chapter, I put forward four aspects which need to be 
examined. The results of analysis reject the first possibility that “children in the village 
San have more economic ability and provide more economic resources to their parents 
than their counterparts in the village Qian”. The results show that sons in Qian Luoyang 
are likely to provide more economic support, both in the form of cash and material 
resources, to their aged parents. Although the income level of the adult children in the 
village San is better than their counterparts in Qian, thus creating the possibility for 
them to provide more upward monetary transfer or other material resources to their 
parents, the evidence indicates that they are likely to give more daily or health care, and 
psychological support; but their counterparts in Qian are more likely to provide more 
cash and material resources. Considering the findings from the elderly’s perspective, an 
interpretation is that elders in San Guanqiao receive some resources from public nodes 
and are economically independent at least; while most of their counterparts in Qian 
Luoyang are not entitled any public assistance, with age, they have to depend on their 
children at least partly.  
Data analysis does not support the second hypothesis well. Before the analysis, I 
hypothetical presumed that occupational transition is an important variable which 
affects children providing various supports to their parents; and those jobs other than 
farming have more ability and really provide more resources to their aged parents. But 
the finding could not support it well. Since the survey respondents are in situ workers, 
geographic closeness between generations rather than occupation is more important. 
However, my data do not support me to do comparison between these adult children to 
those migrant children.   
And the findings support the third possibility. Gender still plays a role in old-age 
support; its role varies in providing different types of resources. Daughters are 
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significantly important in care provision, while sons in Qian Luoyang are tangible 
providers of cash and material resources to their aged parents. But there is no 
substantial difference among sons and daughters in San Guanqiao. The evidence 
defends the statement in Chapter Six that daughters are stepping into their natal parents’ 
families in both villages and undertake some filial obligations. Nevertheless, according 
to the elders’ opinions, which emphasize the importance of monetary and material 
upward resource flow, most old-age support is still patrilineal based, but this mostly 
happened in Qian Luoyang. There is no significant difference between sons and 
daughters in the other village. Daughters play an increasingly important role in their 
parents support network. However, how to understand why the elders in San Guanqiao 
also emphasize the importance of sons? The interpretations might be: 1. Cultural 
tradition which stresses parents-son relationship; 2. Future expectation, as analyzed in 
previous chapters. According to the analysis from both parents and children’s 
perspectives, most of the elder interviewees are relatively healthy and can take care of 
themselves at present. However, the elders, especially those who make some kinds of 
agreement with their children, stress the important role of son as ‘future expectation’.  
Living arrangements of both generations are tending to be in smaller, nuclear 
households, which are still patrilocal based. This may affect adult children’s role in 
their parents’ support network, but is not marked in the data. Most of the survey 
respondents live in the same natural village with their aged parents, and the in situ 
occupational change makes the short-distance interaction between generations possible. 
The results suggest a positive relationship between geographic proximity and adult 
children’s provision of various kinds of resources.  
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2. Differentiation and Similarity between Adult Children and Their Aged 
Parents 
 
In this part, I discuss the findings from this and the previous two chapters, the 
conclusions arising from the comparative consideration from the two perspectives 
emphasizing the differentiation and similarity between: the aged and their adult children,  
a. Living arrangement, old-age support and intergenerational relationship  
According to the data, living arrangement in contemporary China inclines br nuclear. 
Three-generation family has decreased dramatically compared to traditional Chinese 
society, while conjugal and nuclear family occupied the most important position. 
Compared with their adult children, the elders are more likely to live alone or with 
spouse only. And it seldom happens in rural villages that an elderly man or woman lives 
in the aged people’s home if he/she has any child. The aged parents usually have at least 
one child living within the same village or the same town; nuclear families among 
generations are geographically nearby in the study sites. Unlike “isolated nuclear 
family” in western society, those nuclear families are instrumentally and 
psychologically connected. It is more like “network family”, parents’ family is 
considered as “family of orientation” and their children’s families are “family of 
procreation”. This is consistent with the findings of Chapter Six. Another important 
feature of the network family is that it is partrilocal based. Daughters have married out 
in the surrounding villages, usually within the same town. Therefore, they are possibly 
included in such a network. Living arrangement facilities generational interaction, but 
the data of resource upward provision from adult children to their aged parents is an 
evidence that the connections between generations exist but are not very strong even 
there is geographic proximity.  
From the elderly’s point of view, independent but network family living 
arrangement promotes intergenerational relationships. In Chapter Six, I generalized the 
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reasons for them living with their married children. They stressed providing support to 
their children, but none of them thought “it is convenient for children to take care of 
them” as reason to live together. But from the analyses result in this chapter, co-residing 
children normally think “convenient for taking care of parents” is the crucial reason 
rather than ‘to reduce expense”, “limitation of housing condition”, or “intergenerational 
support”. The aged parents and their children have different perspectives of why parents 
and children live under the same roof. The findings from the two perspectives also 
indicate that the elderly parents can not be regarded as mere support receivers, they are 
also resource providers. But the problem is whether their children acknowledge and 
value the support they receive from the elderly parents, and what causes the different 
understanding between generations. However, living arrangement can not be evaluated 
independently in old-age support, intergenerational closeliness and geographic 
proximity also needs to be considered. The result also verifies that both the aged and 
children prefer nuclearized family to network based living arrangement.  
b. What resources do children provide and the direction—mutual, downward, or 
upward flow? 
 
In light of the analysis, I can draw an outline of old-age support from resources 
provided and received aspect. There are three types of resource flow between 
generations: mutual, downward and upward. In Chapter five, It is declared that the aged 
get different kinds of resources from their children in the two villages. The most 
important resource the elders in Qian get from sons is basic food, which is regard as 
fundamental resource for them. In San, the elders receive less resource both from their 
sons and daughters, but get more public resources. Like some other scholars’ findings 
(Benjamin, 2000; Sun, 2002), my argument is that sons provide essential resources for 
parents whereas resources from daughters function as supplementary; and I also 
conclude that parents mainly get support from themselves and their spouses, since 
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various upward resources flow are not very active, except material support provision in 
Qian.  
In this chapter, I regard both “cash” and “material support” as economic support; the 
adult children in Qian provide more such support to their parents, especially material 
resource. Lacking public assistance and personal ability for their elderly parents to 
make a living might be important factors. In contrast, children in San also provide 
material support to their parents, but the monetary upward flow is weak, it is possibly 
because the aged parents receive the old-age pension and other public resources. 
Although the elderly in both villages rank their sons higher in their support networks, 
there is not a significant difference between sons and daughters in reality in the village 
San Guanqiao; moreover, daughters are likely to give more health care to their natal 
parents. The result is consistent with the findings in the village Qian; sons are more 
important in providing daily support to their parents economically and mentally than 
daughters. Unlike the traditional idea about daughters that regards them as free of 
obligation after marriage, daughters in both villages play a role in their natal parents’ 
support network. From the elderly’s perspective, future expectation, especially from 
their sons, is also emphasized. However, the findings from the children’s perspective do 
not support me to comparison between these two perspectives: the elderly and their 
adult children. And the analysis also suggests that the aged parents’ basic need rather 
than their children’s ability is a factor which affects these children to provide any 
resource, that is, if their elderly parents could support themselves basically, the adult 
children, even have enough resources, would not provide normally.  
From parents’ perspective, downward resource flows mostly occur before the 
marriage of their children, such as investing in their education, marriage, housing, etc. 
The idea that parents give resources to their children as a pre-condition for them to 
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receive a repayment does not work well in the study sites, at least for the basic resource 
provision; with more downward resources flow from aged parents to their children, the 
aged parents do not necessarily receive more support from the children. And their adult 
children regard the old-age support as an obligation rather than an ‘exchange’, provide 
primary resources to their parents. Therefore, exchange theory cannot interpret 
generational resource flow well in my study.  However, a weakness in the study is that I 
did not have any detailed information about the resources children provide, such as 
what material resource they provide, how much money they give to their parents 
annually, and so on.  
c. Who are in the support network—son or daughter?  
Confucian filial piety emphasizes patriarchal family system and the importance of 
male offspring. In traditional old-age support network, son takes a more important 
role than daughter, in that she is another family’s daughter-in-law and no longer 
regarded as a family member after her marriage. Based on this point, the old-age 
support in Qian Luoyang is more traditional. From parents’ perspective, they rely on 
their sons more than their daughters at least economically; and also think their sons 
have the obligation to provide support when they are really weak and lack ability to 
make a living. However, their understanding of old age support is somewhat different 
from the traditional one. The privilege they enjoy in old age is only in the weak late 
life stage rather than old-age in general. Unlike in urban areas, rural villages usually 
do not regulate retirement age, “working till die” commonly exists. From this aspect, 
their expectations on their adult children decline. Unlike in the past when living 
condition was lower and people’s primary demand was getting basic economic 
resources; today, the elderly need more health care or other resources besides 
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economic ones. The quantitative data support that mutual support between the spouse 
is more important than their sons or daughters in getting different types of resources.  
From children’s perspective, the analysis indicates that children emphasize the 
shared obligation among siblings, although their opinion does not support the 
statement “only when my siblings provide support to parents, do I do it.” Today’s 
rural elderly have three children or more on average, providing the possibility for their 
children to share the old-age support obligation. From the limited evidence, living 
arrangement is still patrilineal preference, and geographic proximity offers 
opportunities for frequent intergenerational interaction. Today’s son still takes an 
important role in his parents’ support network, while daughters begin to show their 
hands in helping the elderly parents. Furthermore, the power structure between 
generations has a trend of downward relationship; that is, children, not parents, are 
powerful which enables them to manipulate decision making. The aged parents are 
excluded from their children’s core circle. The result also indicates that traditional 
parents-son core relationship is replaced by conjugal relationship. In fact, my survey 
respondents think it is difficult to divide support providers clearly between themselves 
and their spouses; for example, cash or material support comes from the nuclear 
family, not from an individual. In other words, support from a child to parents is 
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Chapter Eight         Support Network of the Landless Elderly: 
             Discussion and Conclusion 
 
 
I: Network as an Analysis Approach to Study Support System of the Chinese 
Rural Elderly  
 
Support system of the elderly can be studied from different perspectives; however, 
whatever the perspective, intergenerational relationship should be highlighted, especially in 
those societies with limited public support. It is commonly acknowledged that Chinese 
society is not society-based but rather relationship-based, and social network properly 
embodies such relationship. For many older people, social network is synonymous with the 
notion of family, in that the members of their social network all come from their extended 
family system (Litwin, 2003). A scholar (Harris, 1990: p. 89) rightly describes it as “Chinese 
children are socialized to see the world in terms of social relationships; they must submit to 
parents, and later to the school, the work group, and the state. In contrast, American children 
are encouraged very early to do things for themselves, to express themselves, to explore, 
question, master skills and follow predilections.” A network perspective provides opportunity 
to explore how Chinese personal and formal networks are formed and maintained, and maps 
of the interdependency among people. Meanwhile, it examines micro individual relations but 
reflects macro level social structure and social change.  
In the study, my general hypothesis is that support networks of the landless rural elderly 
are have been changing due to modernization and urbanization be occurred in post-reform 
China. I tried to transcend some limitations of support system analysis and to make research 
more powerful from the perspective of social network. As stated in the previous chapters, 
social network is not equal to support network; in other words, nodes in social networks of the 
elderly are not necessarily supportive. And the strengths of the supportive nodes are different: 
some are stronger while others are weaker, even nominal. In the Chinese context, public 
nodes in the support networks of the rural elderly are simpler, in that government takes initial 
steps towards supporting the rural elderly, but much less so charities, NGO or other public 
organizations; On the other hand, personal nodes are complex, and the old-age support is too 
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dependent on extended family and intergenerational relationship which was once taken for 
granted and was the primary faith rooted in Confucian culture. However, massive and 
profound social transformation has been changing China dramatically, and formerly relatively 
reliable family support has developed some new features. In the two landless villages studied, 
it appears some different ways of old-age support combining public and personal nodes have 
evolved, due to the economic gap between them.  
Two aspects of the support network are emphasized in the study: that of the elderly, and 
that of their adult children. I try to understand how both sides maintain such networks, and 
what their motivations and behaviors are. Support network is unseen and unstable, and is 
closely associated with the private domain. And both Chinese rural villages and the elderly 
have some particular characteristics such as social boundary, low educational level but plenty 
of leisure time. The support network can not be studied merely by converting it into 
quantitative measures. Combining qualitative and quantitative methods, a support network 
perspective has enabled me to go beyond family boundary and link to the outside world.  
I embarked on the analysis from my fieldwork, drawing conclusions based on that 
fieldwork. Therefore, the result might not be representative of the wider society and has some 
limitations. 
First is the study setting selection. My study only focuses on the two long established 
natural rural villages, and the targets are those elders and their adult children living in the 
villages. Relationships among the local residents may be different from newly constructed 
villages, because kinship and affinity relationships have interwoven each other over a long 
history. Further, unlike agricultural rural villages, the landless villages I studied have some 
obvious features. For example, the residents have lost their farmland totally or partially, and 
might have more feeling about dramatic social changes. The driving force of the landlessness 
initially came from government; that is, government promoted rural urbanization and 
modernization which resulted in landlessness. As discussed in Chapter Four, these two 
villages represent two ways of rural landlessness: in one case, urbanization occurs at the same 
time as rural industrialization, and in the other, urbanization happens without modern 
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economic foundation. In addition, the two villages selected are in Jiangsu province, located in 
the eastern coastal area and a relatively wealthy region compared to most other provinces of 
China.  
Second, two perspectives are used in the study: that of the elderly and that of their adult 
children. Unlike rural-urban migrants, most adult children in the two villages work in local 
areas and experience in situ occupational transition. It is convenient for me to study 
intergenerational relationships between them and their elder parents, and this may be distinct 
from the long-distance relationship between migrant workers and their aged parents. The 
advantage of using the two perspectives is that I can get ideas not only from the elderly but 
also from their adult children, since personal support network is generational based. Also, I 
can find similar as well as different understandings about personal and formal support 
networks of the elderly from these two perspectives. However, a difficulty also emerges: the 
different analysis units might lead to a fundamental distinction in interpretation. How to find  
consistency in interpretation from children and their aged parents’ sides is a challenge. 
Further, my analysis is based on individual elders and inter-personal, inter-village comparison; 
and the class difference within rural society or rural-urban comparison does not emerge 
clearly due to the limited samples.  
II: Support Networks of the Chinese Landless Elderly in an era of Massive Social 
Transformation 
 
Old-age support is always a hot issue worldwide; however, this old issue generates some 
new ideas in a context of remarkable social change. In contemporary China, this divides into 
two topics due to the undiminished dichotomous social system: the rural elderly support and 
urban elderly support. China is a country where the regional socioeconomic gap is substantial; 
some provinces in the eastern coastal area such as Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Guangdong are 
relatively wealthy and have better social security schemes for the elderly than other provinces. 
However, even in these provinces, urban-rural or regional disparity within the same province 
is still significant. It is like the Matthew effect “the rich get richer and the poor get poorer”, 
the richer provinces or regions have capabilities to provide some kinds of welfare programs 
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for their citizens. From the analysis in the previous chapters, it can be found that the old-age 
support for the landless rural elderly is somewhat different from both that for the rural elderly 
as a whole and the urban elderly in the Chinese context: the landless elders in rural villages 
without any public assistance or with limited public assistance on the one side, their adult 
children encountering occupational change from farmers to non-agricultural workers on the 
other side.  
Social change can happen any time historically, but “for virtually the whole of human 
history, the pace of social change was relatively slow; most people followed more or less the 
same ways of life as their parents. By contrast, we live in a world subject to dramatic and 
continuous transformation”(Giddens: 1989, p.517). Study of social issues under the 
remarkable social transformation era in contemporary China is meaningful, in that the great 
social change has been embodied both in macro social system and deeply penetrated in 
ordinary people’s life. At the societal level: first, the social change has been taking place 
under the communist party control, but inescapably influenced by globalization and capitalist 
culture. Consequently, socialism and capitalism as social mechanisms coexist at the same 
time, and form two levels of power structures: socialist political power and capitalist 
economic power; and two different cultures: mainstream socialist political culture and popular 
capitalist culture, and they intersect each other. In fact, ordinary people are usually far from 
the political power, while economic philosophy has become deeply rooted in the younger 
generation’s heart. The aged farmers understand the power of capitalism on the one hand; on 
the other hand, they often recall and value the past—life under the socialist collective farm: 
poorer but equalitarian.  
However, social reform in China still has a long way to go; conflicts between rural and 
urban areas continue to exist, though the Chinese government has been carrying out a range 
of policies to end the dichotomous situation. Nevertheless, dichotomy in contemporary China 
generates some new characteristics which are different from in the past central-planning 
economy. As noted in the previous chapters, though losing their farmland, the landless 
farmers are still defined as rural residents due to the household registration system. Today, 
  223 
rural landless residents confront another structural squeeze: it is difficult for them to become 
real urban citizens; but at the same time, also difficult to go back to their original rural roles—
farmers again. And this dichotomous situation mainly embodies unequal opportunities and 
social protections under the single employment market system, such as unequal job 
opportunities and safety, unequal labor force price and related social security protection.  
Second, Chinese rural society is under the siege of modernization; however rural-urban 
and regional socioeconomic gaps commonly exist, and are widening. As stated in the thesis, 
Chinese urbanization does not necessarily link to industrialization and the local economic 
development; political policy arrangements play an important role in it. For the last two 
decades, the Chinese government has been strongly impelling rural urbanization through 
“small town development project”; the initial purpose was to promote rural development. 
However, in some areas, local authorities just take it as a political task rather than a economic 
development goal; and urbanization manifests as passive progress which appears as 
requisitioning a great amount of arable land without manufacturing or tertiary industrial 
development. The local fiscal budget still has to depend upon fragile agriculture with the 
decreased farmland; and local residents have to bear the negative consequences of their local 
authorities’ mistakes. 
Thus, two ways of rural modernization have occurred in rural areas: passive 
modernization without industrialization; and urbanization happening at the same time as 
industrialization. For the first case, it appears as quasi or passive urbanization and 
modernization. Thus, the evolution process of these two types of villages and cultural 
landscape are different. Consequently, two types of in situ occupational transition arise. Zhu 
Yu (2004: p.207) defines in situ urbanization in China as “the phenomenon that rural 
settlements and their populations transform themselves into urban or quasi-urban ones 
without much geographical relocation of the residents in China’s context”. In some wealthy 
regions, the development of rural industry and commerce has the capability to accommodate 
large numbers of people, in situ occupational transition is popular for local residents, and 
rural villages are more like “urban towns in rural villages” (乡村里的都市, xiang cun li de du 
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shi). By contrast, rural-urban migration is the general way for those rural residents in 
underdeveloped regions. However, from the study, in situ occupational change sometimes 
also occurs in these regions but appearing differently among generations. Middle-aged 
generation prefers it this way; job opportunities are partly reliant on the contribution of the 
migrant workers, who are major contributors to family finance and have the ability to build 
new houses, which promotes the development of the local civil construction industry. 
Theoretically, the study shows that in situ occupational change of the adult children is helpful 
for the elder parents in getting support from them.  
 Third, the social environment of the landless rural villages is restructured by the degree 
of modernization, occupational transition as well as the emergence of new morality. Along 
with the occupational change of the younger generation is the isolation of the rural elderly, on 
the ground that such change is age related and the elderly are kept distant from it, leading to a 
wide occupational gap between generations. Consequently, there is a shrinking domain in 
which they share life experience, work values and culture. In the traditional period, it was 
experience and knowledge on agricultural-related work that led people’s lives; but today, 
science and modern technology dominate the world, and it is the younger generations’ era. 
The younger people have intensive power over the elderly, and control almost all aspects in 
rural villages; they have more political, economic, and even cultural capital, meanwhile the 
rural elderly are marginalized by their families, local communities, and the society. 
Generational homogeneity in rural communities is being replaced by heterogeneity. People 
like to use “generational gap” to describe the conflicts and misunderstanding between 
generations. In fact, it is not possible to say which side takes the initiative for this. In different 
social stages, there are different stigmas towards different age groups. During the fieldwork, 
the elders liked to comment on their children as “messing around” (瞎折腾, xia zhe teng), 
“downy lips make thoughtless slips” (嘴上没毛办事不牢, zui shang mei mao ban shi bu lao); 
while their children liked to regard their elderly parents as “they understand nothing” (他们懂
什么, ta men dong shen me), “out of date”.  
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Fourth, a different standard of poverty comes into being. After decades of “equalitarian 
poverty” under strict communist control, rural Chinese are more eager to be rich. Unlike in 
the past, rural villages are not isolated anymore. Rural–urban labor force migration breaks 
dichotomous segregation to a certain degree; along with the development of rural 
industrialization and mass media, the rural people are facing a new world. Consequently, their 
reference group changes, and the standard of wealth is not restricted to their small villages 
anymore. After three decades of rural development, absolute poverty in eastern coastal 
regions has declined dramatically. However, the more the rural residents get knowledge about 
the outside world, the more relative poverty they experience; and the more structurally open 
the society, the more relative poverty consciousness exists both at the group level and 
individual level. Moreover, the Chinese government and scholars like to use the term “peasant 
workers” to describe both rural-urban migrant workers and in situ occupational transition 
rural workers. As a social group, they partly break away from their initial peasant class, but 
they have difficulties to integrate into the urban working class due to reasons analyzed.  
From the data, I could say that relative poverty creates a kind of social exclusion. Rural 
residents’ initial reaction to it comes from rural-urban difference, which excludes them from 
some important social networks and essential social capital, such as job opportunities or 
social welfare. Social exclusion also exists within the same community. In order to get them 
connected, the younger people have to invest a lot on things such as housing, education, and 
children; consequently, they may have less capability to support their aged parents. However, 
the term “peasant workers” also signals the difference between the younger generations and 
the aged, which separates the elders from their adult children to a certain degree as analyzed 
above.  
At the microcosm family level: from a demographic view, with the improvement of life 
expectancy, the elderly are no longer rare in the society and in their families. The old saying 
“it is seldom that a man lives to be seventy years old” (人生七十古来稀, ren sheng qi shi gu 
lai xi) no longer applies in today’s China. At present, the Chinese government stresses “there 
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are elderly people in every family, and every one of us will grow old (人人都会老， 家家有
老人, ren ren du hui lao, jia jia you lao ren) .” On the other hand, children have become rarer 
due to the strict family planning. Among individual families, children are like “small suns” 
(小太阳, xiao tai yang), parents and grandparents are like sunflowers surrounding them.  
Further, considering the nuclearization trend of family structure and related living 
arrangement, average household size is declining. In Chinese cities where a large population 
is accommodated with limited space, people usually live in flats which restrict co-residence 
among generations; by contrast, housing conditions in rural villages provide the possibility for 
generations to live together. However, network family as a popular living arrangement has 
emerged in rural areas, characterized as living independently but nearby, commonly 
happening between the older parents and their married children. Unlike generational co-
residence or other living arrangements, also unlike empty nest family arrangement where an 
elder’s family is relatively isolated, a network family comprises several nuclear families 
which can be regarded as semi-independent living arrangement and semi-independent family 
relationship. Families in the network are usually connected according to patrilineal kinship. 
A network family is an emotional symbol helping members have a sense of belonging and 
functions as an extended family to some degree. If I use Parsons’ concepts “family of 
orientation” and “family of procreation” to analyze it; the network family is generated from 
“family of orientation”, and adult children’s families are “family of procreation”, but these 
nuclear families in a network family are not isolated compared to those families in the U.S. 
However, the elders do not have the leadership of such a family but have nominal title to 
some extent. When “family of orientation” ends, the network family breaks up; meanwhile, 
each “family of procreation” may generate a new network family. I could say network family 
in the later life of an elder appears as family connections and transitions.   
There are two types of relationship in such a network family: parents-child triangular 
relationship and conjugal relationship. In fact, each family in the network has a boundary to 
keep its independent property and household economy. Other members in the network cannot 
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cross this without any convincing reason. Sociology uses “in-group” and “out-group” to 
describe the distance among people, which creates inclusive and exclusive membership. 
However, the boundary of different groups exists by comparison, members from a nuclear 
family are in-group members compared to members in other families in the network. But 
members in the network family are in-group members compared to outside people. Thus, 
aged parents-child relationship gives way to conjugal and downward parents-children 
relations within a small nuclear family. A conclusion can be drawn: in contemporary China, 
we cannot simply say that conjugal relationship replaces parents-child triangular relationship 
in occupying the most important role within family, but the close triangular relationship 
usually cannot cross any nuclear family boundary.  
From the economic aspect, landless rural families are shifting from dual-farmer family 
system to dual wage-earner families. Occupational transition reflects fundamental social 
change within the family; and landlessness as a powerful external factor pushes the younger 
people to move away from their original family farming and rush into the wider society. 
Consequenly, family finance depends on outside economic organizations rather than family 
farming. In the past 60 years, communist China has strongly propagandized “women hold up 
half the sky”( 妇女能顶半边天, fu nv neng ding ban bian tian). Women earn labor points 
from the commune collective farm villages as men, but their income is lower than their male 
counterparts since the authorities place higher value on assess man’s work. Dramatic change 
happens when more and more women enter the job market and earn independent wage 
income. The economic independence gives them opportunities to step up their status within 
the family as well as in society, and also affects the power balance between couples and 
generations. Women gain more power to arrange family economy and redistribute property.  
From the intergenerational relationship aspect, social reality creates new conflicts and 
disharmony in the family. Lacking modern knowledge and due to age limitation, the elders 
have less survival skills and abilities to live independently in landless villages. Without any 
public resource or with limited public resource, these elderly have to rely on their families, 
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especially their sons, to go through their later years. Contradictorily, the marginalized role 
causes them to lose the power of controlling or negotiating with their children, described as 
“power reversal”. Cowgill and Holmoes suggest that the status of the elderly declines as the 
degree of modernization in society increases. Traditionally, morality and wisdom were 
considered to increase with age; modernization and the youth preference are destroying its 
cultural meaning in the Chinese setting. Although the government promotes active aging, the 
individual rural elders are forced to make choice under the youth preference and ageism 
environment: disengaged from the society, or forced to keep themselves younger and work-
active. From the children’s perspective, with the rise of marriage by choice and nuclear 
family economy, the importance of the conjugal relationship and nuclear family is marked, 
which signifies the decline of traditional core triangular relationship between aged parents-
son. Network family does not only represent a type of living arrangement but also reflects a 
form of family relationship. However, I could not simply conclude that family at present 
emphasizes conjugal relationship, neglecting parent-children relationship as frequently occurs 
in western society. But it could be said that intergenerational relationship is downward 
generational preference. That is, if I put a middle-aged adult child at the center, he/she usually 
emphasizes the relationship between him/her and his/her children rather than him/her and 
his/her parents. However, the adult children consider themselves as the sandwich generation, 
and live in the crack between the aged parents and the young children. They have a double 
burden: the elderly parents who need to be supported and the children who need to be brought 
up.  
III: Expectation and Obligation in the Support Network—Rationalized 
Contractual Intergenerational Relationship in Rural Society  
 
Intergenerational family contractual relationship does not refer to the rural family support 
agreement which has been encouraged by government for almost ten years and does not work 
well at the grassroots level. This agreement stipulates how an old person is to be provided for 
and what level of livelihood he/she has. Village committees or other relevant organizations 
supervise the implementation of the agreement, making sure that elderly people receive the 
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support they are entitled to. Intergenerational family contractual relationship is a kind of 
informal personal agreement based on morality and local community environment. It arranges 
old-age support in detail, mainly focusing on economic support and the later year’s care 
provision, and stipulates child’s, especially son’s, obligation to the aged parents. In fact, the 
contractual consciousness has been deeply rooted in rural villages for a long time and 
penetrates into ordinary people’s everyday life, regulates family members’ behaviors, and is a 
moral standard of intergenerational relationships.  
Over a long period, two social systems have been coexisting in controlling civilians in 
China: local patriarchal kinship based authority and the state system. Historically, in small 
communities, the patriarchal kinship system was powerful enough to deal with local disputes, 
while the legal system did not have much influence extending to the rural villages. Since the 
socialist China set up, kinship power has dramatically declined; but some functions still exist. 
In some rural villages, the two agreements between the aged parents and the younger children 
coexist at the same time, and the contents of these two agreements are similar. But only the 
informal intergenerational family contractual relationship supervised by the community 
authority and clan works well.  
In reality, this informal family contractual relationship is associated with the power 
structure among generations, and regulates different roles and related behaviors guarded by 
local morality; such as what are parents’ role and rights, and what is son’s role and obligation. 
In most cases, it only happens between two generations: elderly parents and their adult 
children. The contents of the contract usually incline to the powerful side, which might take 
advantage and lead the results to benefit itself. The coverage of the contract is diverse, but a 
fundamental one is how to give instrumental support to the aged parents, such as monetary 
upward transfer or other economic support, care provision in the later years; and how to 
distribute obligation among siblings, especially among sons. It can be in the form of a written 
or only oral agreement. Usually, some local authoritative people like local cadre and seniors 
in the clan are arbitrators. From the parent’s perceptive, such agreement actually protects their 
basic needs of life. The data indicate that sons provide basic resources while resources from 
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daughters function as supplementary. But from children’s perspective, the evidence shows 
that currently, upward resource flows are not very active, except material support provided by 
sons in the village Qian Luoyang. In addition, from this perspective, there is no significant 
gap between sons and daughters in providing kinds of support to their aged parents in San 
Guanqiao, but daughters provide more direct personal/physical care than sons. However, such 
agreement appears just as a future expectation, which is crucial to sustain their later years’ 
well-being, especially in bad health condition. Compared to San Guanqiao, the pattern of old-
age support provision is more traditional, which means sons still play crucial roles in 
providing economic resources in Qian Luoyang. The roles of son and daughter are associated 
with level of social development; daughters in the village San Guanqiao are more involved in 
their natal parents’ affairs.  
How should we understand such contractual relationship among generations? In my 
opinion, first, it can be regarded as rationalization of intergenerational support relationship 
rather than pure emotional connections between them. Both parents and their adult children 
try to construct a logical justification for the old-age support through negotiation and 
compromise, which is like a multi-generational and multi-level concession. Not only family 
members but also local authoritative people take part in it. With the improving position of 
daughters in their natal families, they also play roles in the negotiation; sometimes, they try to 
help their parents obtain more resources from their brothers’ side. Within the same village, 
homogeneity of the old-age support exists, signifying that a contract is affected by a 
reference-group—their close neighbors in the same community. Rationalization of 
intergenerational relationship weakens mutual emotional links and emphasizes economic 
support as the primary support from both sides: elderly parents and their adult children. It 
manifests a form of filial piety in contemporary rural villages. 
Second, another question needs to be considered: why some elders are not well supported 
by their adult children, even when they have agreements with their children? As stated above, 
the content of the contract usually regulates the basic economic provision and daily or health 
care at most, and inclines to the powerful side; in most cases children (sons) take advantage of 
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it. Meanwhile, every older parent has some expectations from his/her adult child especially 
son, regardless of whether they get support from public sectors or not. Such expectations are 
diverse according to local tradition, level of public support, and individual elder’s economic 
and health condition. In general, today’s elderly still have different expectations from their 
sons and daughters, and hope to receive more resources from their sons due to the continuity 
of patriarchal tradition. However, not all their expectations come true. On the one hand, with 
the improvement of economic condition and life expectancy, as well as semi-independent 
living arrangement of the aged, the expectations of the aged parents add some new contents, 
such as medical treatment, health and daily care in the later years, or mental consolation. 
However, due to the occupational change of the younger people, they have less time and 
topics to share with their parents. In addition, communication methods between generations 
still follow the traditional ways, while the younger people take advantage of modern 
technological instruments. The outdated communication methods of the elderly without 
telephone or other modern techniques add to such difficulties. 
Support expectation comes from elderly parents, but possible provision is from children’s 
side. That is, actualization of such expectation is according to how children consider their 
obligation towards their parents and their abilities to perform the obligation. Based on the 
study, I acknowledge that rural adult children, especially sons, are still active in their parents’ 
networks, but the supportive status of sons is not always at the paramount place. The elderly 
themselves and their spouses are considered as more reliable. A popular philosophy in rural 
villages is that the elders need less expenditure and remaining in a basic life is fine. 
Generational relationship is trending to be power reversed in contemporary China; for 
example, adult children are more economically and socially powerful than their parents. 
Therefore, intergenerational contractual agreement is the negotiation among siblings 
especially among brothers rather than between parents-children; daughters-in-law also play 
important roles in shaping it. In most cases, resources parents obtain from their children 
depend on their primary needs. Thus, in the village Qian Luoyang where economic level is 
lower, the resource it is most practical to receive from adult children is basic food for 
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surviving; while in San Guanqiao, the most common is the payment of medical treatment bill 
and care provision.  
In Chapter Six, a chart was drawn to demonstrate the support networks of the rural elderly. 
Partrilineal married sons or matrilocality daughters were put at the second close circle. A 
question develops: why are patrilineal married sons more controversial than matrilocal 
daughters in dealing with the old-age support? In accordance with Chinese culture, although 
the eldest son takes the crucial role in the family, each son has an equal right of property 
inheritance, which is strengthened by Chinese law at present. Nevertheless, this easily brings 
about conflicts of support obligations among sons, especially when there are not any contents 
in the generational contract to arrange such matters as health care provision, or payment of 
big medical bill. Without any positive motivation, this might cause shifting responsibility to 
other siblings as “ducking obligation”, and bring about a “support vacuum”. This might partly 
interpret why some elders do not think “size of the support network” unimportant. By contrast, 
the matrilocal married daughter takes the role of son and usually the only son in the family, 
making her different from her sisters who still take roles as daughters. Thus, she usually is the 
only one who has right to inherit property, and is the crucial person to take on elderly parents’ 
support obligation.  
Compared to the past, married children’s roles are more complex nowadays: as son and 
son-in-law, daughter and daughter-in-law. Under the male-centered patriarchal system, they 
usually focus on roles in the patrilineal family as son and daughter-in-law. It is simpler for 
them to fulfill filial obligation to the family seniors. However, today, married children, 
especially daughters, have to rush their duties between their natal families and families-in-law; 
also they need to balance their work and families. The complex social and family roles may 
affect the obligation performance to the aged parents. An interesting question appears: is 
daughter-in-law a real weak or nominal node? In the fieldwork, the elders usually thought 
they could not depend on their daughters-in-law to provide support any more. In reality, it is 
difficult to divide a couple’s income; economic support received from an adult son should 
rather be called as from an adult son’s family. Thus, daughter-in-law is not a nominal node 
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from the economic aspect in most cases at least, which is different from the elders’ 
understanding. But I acknowledge that the aged can not rely on their daughters-in-law to 
provide daily care or in-kind support; while daughters partly take such roles.  
IV: Demystifying Confucian Filial Piety and Old-age Support in Contemporary 
China 
 
In this section, two issues will be discussed: cultural continuity and cultural change across 
generations. Society and culture are interrelated, cultural continuity or change cannot be 
isolated from society. At the microcosm family level, cultural continuity functions as an 
integrative mechanism to glue traditional large family members together; while culture 
change might separate them and create boundaries among them. Filial obligation is not unique 
in Chinese or other East Asia culture, it can be found worldwide. “This practice is not unique 
to Asia, as virtually all world religions recognize filial obligations of some form as an 
important moral value” (Johnson, 2005: p.437). But, the mystery of filial piety in the East 
Asian context is strongly influenced by Confucianism as moral guideline and social control 
system existing over centuries.  
Cultural stereotype of the Chinese family is extended, multi-generational, large family; 
highlighting three Ps: patriarchal, patrilineal, and patrilocal. First, Chinese family system 
emphasizes hierarchy and harmony, as  “子孝、兄良、弟弟、夫义、妇德、长惠、幼
順”(zi xiao, xiong liang, di di, f uli, fu de, zhang hui, you shun), which means kindness on the 
part of the father, and filial duty on the son’s side; gentleness on the part of the elder brother, 
and obedience on that of the younger; righteousness on the part of the husband, and 
submission on that of the wife, kindness on the part of elders (礼记，礼运. Li ji, li yun). 
Second, in classic Confucian work—Mengzi, the Master Mencius elaborated unfilial behavior 
“there are three things which are unfilial, and to have no posterity is the greatest of them (不
孝有三，无后为大, bu xiao you san wu hou wei da) (孟子·离娄篇. Mengzi, Lilou). Scholar 
Zhao Qi (赵岐) of Han Dynasty interpreted the three unfilial behaviors as deceiving your 
parents with flatteries and leading them to ignore righteousness; not entering public service 
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and making a career when parents are old and living in poverty; not marrying and having no 
posterity to carry on the ancestral sacrifice. 20 Third, Confucian filial piety is a mundane 
practice as well as a moral guide, which focuses on trans-generational relationship mainly 
between fathers and their male children, but neglects the conjugal relationship. Confucian 
filial piety is a one-way obligation: adult children toward their parents but parents are also 
expected to be kind. Over a long history, Chinese deepest faith is embodied in patriarchal 
hierarchal family continuity and harmony, which has been internalized in individual’s life, 
‘down through the centuries parents constantly stressed to their children that the way they 
treated their elders was a central measure of their moral worth” (Whyte, 2004: p.106). 
However, such faith encountered a great challenge from the communist ideology, then from 
modern capitalist philosophy. 
As a basic social institution, the family has different connotations in different cultural 
backgrounds. Today, even modern Chinese law blurs this term. A scholar (Ikels, 2004: p.4) 
gives such comments, “tradition alone is seldom sufficient to motivate people to behave in 
certain ways. While many people subscribe to the notion that filial piety is ‘natural’, that is, 
an unreflective response to the care one received from one’s parents, calculations of self-
interest and sanctions against unfilial behavior are surely influential determinants of behavior 
also.” In order to demystify Confucian filial piety in contemporary China, the family needs to 
be redefined from the perspective of family relationship. That is, how to understand Chinese 
family as group oriented which facilitates people to get a deep understanding of support 
connections. As discussed, the network family is emerging in rural China, and has some 
unique features. Such a family is dynamic, the death of the aged parents and end of “family of 
orientation” mean the end of a network family, and the beginning of one or some new 
network families. Today, the rural elderly have three or more children on average, but the 
network family size of their adult children will be smaller due to the strict family planning. 
Those older people who lack family members in their networks because of never having 
                                               
20于礼有不孝者三事：谓阿意曲从，陷亲不义， 一不孝也；家穷亲老，不为禄仕，二不孝也；
不曲无子，绝先祖祀，三不孝也. See Menzi Zhushu jiejing 孟子注疏解经.  
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married or never having had children are few in rural villages. Since the patrilineal system 
still occupies the dominant position in the society but considering that married daughters have 
increased their status in their natal parents families, “families of procreation” in such network 
are ranked differently. Daughter’s family enters the network, but ranks lower than their 
brothers’.  
In my opinion, patrilineal family continuity and procreation are possibly the most 
important existing factor of Confucian filial piety in contemporary China, and also the 
important indexes of life satisfaction for both the aged and their adult children. The network 
family serves as “emotional bond and extended family”, giving members a sense of 
psychological belonging, and stressing harmony and solidarity. People know where they 
come from and how to continue it. However, nuclear families in the network are independent 
economic units; conjugal and parents-child relationship within the nuclear family is 
emphasized which is distinct from in the past.  Even if the aged parents live with their married 
child in stem family arrangement, the economic and emotional core is still nuclear family 
relationship based as “division of hearth” (Cohen 1976; Lavely & Ren 1992; Li at al. 2004), 
and  the aged parents can not share economic outcome of their children directly nowadays.  
Today, in rural villages, both elderly parents and their adult children live a life of 
contradictions and have contradictory values. Although the aged parents usually think 
daughter is considerate and heartfelt, most of them regard their married daughters as other 
families’ members. Meanwhile, daughter-in-law is put in a less important circle in the support 
network as weak or nominal node; the key point is that she is still placed in the network and 
regarded as family member, giving birth to a new generation, especially male offspring to 
continue the family line. Even though parents-in-law and daughter-in-law often do not have a 
good relationship, family responsibility for continuity binds them together. Thus, from the 
aged parents’ side, they keep a different distance from their daughters and daughters-in-law. 
Based on the fieldwork material, I find that most people have filial piety consciousness, 
people like to use a term “filial heart”(孝心, xiao xin) to express it, but it is like “lip service” 
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rather than real action to some of them. Their reference groups and competition for higher 
quality of life affects their capability to provide more resources to elderly parents. Today, 
socio-cultural requirement of good behavior of children towards their parents meets some 
serious challenges. On the one hand, Confucian filial piety does not have detailed regulations 
but only a rough guideline, which causes difficulties in practicing and supervising. On the 
other hand, equalization of intergenerational relationship has been encouraged by the 
communist party and affected the patterns of interactions among family members. But such 
equalization takes a different road from Western society. In Chinese tradition, parents has the 
dominant role and authority in dealing with family affairs, and the child is considered as 
parents’ property. Generational equity in rural China meets the challenge of power reversal. 
In the visible future, it is impossible for the elderly to regain power both within the family and 
in society.  
A further question is whether family intergenerational mutual support can continue life-
long. From the aged parents’ side, they give resources mainly to their sons in the early life 
stage and expect to get a return in their later age, which is the traditional way of old-age 
support. As they grow old, their ability to provide kinds of resources is declining. However, 
when discussing with their children, some new findings are emerged. Most resources either 
instrumental or emotional one parents provide are before the marriage of their adult children. 
I acknowledge that this type of resource transfer strengthens parents-son relations. However, 
after a son sets up his small family and a daughter-in-law enters it; the original family splits 
into two families, and the generational relationship shifts into the relationship between 
“family of orientation” and “family of procreation”. The original parents-child relationship is 
replaced by the new parents-child relationship within “family of procreation”. As mentioned 
in section two, parents-child relationship is still important, along with conjugal relationship; 
but such parents-child triangular relationship only happens within a “family of procreation”.  
When I interviewed daughters-in-law, they liked to say “my parents-in-law do nothing for 
me; they only take care of their grandchild, why need I do a lot for them?” As stated above, 
the flexibility of the rural women’s jobs gives them more time to take care of their children. 
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Some elders told me that they felt proud if they had a chance to look after their grandchildren, 
and said “my daughter-in-law looks up to me”. Therefore, generational mutual support may 
take place between parents-son throughout a life-time, but it is not easy to extend to two 
families with high quality. Without proper motivator and power balance within a network 
family, how to ensure that the daughter-in-law shows filial piety to her parents-in-law? Even 
her parents-in-law taking care of grandchildren is often taken for granted, and regarded as 
“taking care of their own grandchildren who continue the family line.” While the rural elders 
are modifying ideas slowly about filial sons and daughters; on the other hand, children 
especially daughters are changing their filial behavior to their natal parents and parents-in-law. 
Today, these landless rural elderly and the younger generation confront some similar 
difficulties: neither of them is socially privileged groups compared to their urban counterparts; 
on the other hand, they encounter different risks: the aged encounter unpredictable supports 
from their children and undeveloped public welfare system; while adult children face unstable 
jobs and related income. The rural elderly get twofold discrimination both from local 
communities compared to the rural younger generation, and from the urban residents; while 
the rural younger generation gets discrimination mainly from their urban counterparts when 
they enter the job market, facing different job opportunities and related social security 
protection. Rethinking Chinese classic culture, a question puzzles me: whether Chinese 
tradition is only aged-oriented and today’s society is youth-oriented? It is acknowledged that 
traditional culture stressed the importance of the seniors; however, it also underlined 
procreation and family continuity. Without any male offspring, a patrilineal family ends. 
Could I therefore say it is not youth preference?  
While staying in the villages and beginning to analyze the data, I was puzzled about one 
phenomenon: unfilial adult children were not unusual if I use the traditional criterion of three 
stages of filial piety, or even use the state’s demands of old-age support: economic support, 
service assistance and emotional support. Can this be regarded as deviance or not? If it is 
deviant behavior, why is it so common? If it is not deviant, why cannot it be accepted by 
mainstream culture? Is the social standard of the filial child too high? Undeniably, social 
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tolerance of unfilial behavior is increasing. And social boundary and distance among 
individuals has been increasing, which reduces the intimacy among them even within the 
small community, causing indifference to other families’ affairs. On the other side, today’s 
elders are more realistic and adopt to the new generational relationship, but give up the 
nostalgic recollection of traditional filial obligation.  
In ancient China, Confucianism was systematically incorporated into the state system 
until the end of the Qing (清) Dynasty. “The legal power of the elderly tended to gain strength 
as it was incorporated into classical Chinese culture (Cole, 1992: p.98). The Chinese 
government has tried to recover some elements of Confucian filial piety in the new scenario 
and to inject new life into it, but the result is not as it wishes. My point is that such 
modification is practically impossible, on the ground that Confucianism has lost the social 
foundation and cannot integrate into political mechanism and mainstream social. Further, 
Confucian filial piety is rites, “rites condemn beforehand, penal law condemns afterward”. 21 
Thus, Confucian behavior is mainly in accordance with personal morality, while modern 
society is regulated by legal system. Contemporarily, Chinese laws demand people to support 
their elderly parents; however, Chinese laws do not have detailed articles about punishment. 
Today, moral value towards filial piety is vary throughout China, community environment 
and reference group are two important factors affecting the value, However, according to my 
findings, such value in rural villages is really limited, it is primarily concerned with the aged 
basic needs but seldom involves their well-being. When unfilial behavior happens, it can be 
controlled neither by traditional morality nor modern law, appearing as “controlling vacuum”. 
Thus, my argument is that we should not interpret intergenerational relationship in 
contemporary China through the lens of Confucian filial piety, although filial piety still exists 
to some degree. We need a secularized view of Chinese filial piety in the modern stage.   
In analyzing Confucian practice in modern China, it is necessary to compare the Chinese 
situation to some other East Asian countries sharing fundamental Confucian ideology, such as 
                                               
21 Alan K.L Chan & Sor-hoon Tan, (eds.) (2004), Filial piety in Chinese thought and history, p.29. New York, 
N.Y: RoutledgeCurzon.  
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Japan, South Korea. Similarly, the practice of Confucian filial piety in these countries meets 
the global challenge which emphasizes individual rights and autonomy. Unlike China, these 
two countries have a higher economic level, and better public social security system towards 
the aging population. Moreover, they have an advanced legal system to protect filial piety. 
Such as in Japan,  “the family law of 1947 established the equal rights and responsibilities of 
all adult children regardless of gender and birth order; however, in practice, those who care 
for the aging parents often receive a greater share of the estate and the recognition.” (Johnson, 
2005: p.439) In South Korea, “welfare law and the filial responsibility law” have been 
enacted.  
V: Public or Family Resources? Aspects of Support network of the landless 
Elderly  
 
Support networks of the elderly are associated with individual elders and significant 
others, and reflect social reality at the micro level. It can be considered as the cornerstone to 
understand individual elders’ support system and well-being, also be regarded as a key 
element in assessing their social capital. Bourdieu defined social capital as (2001), “the 
aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable 
network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 
recognition”. However, different aging groups link to different support networks and have 
different social capital.  
In welfare states where the old-age pension system is well established, the important 
related issue is how to provide universally available services to the aged, such as physical or 
health care. Like other developing countries where a public pension system does not cover all 
citizens and government’s duty or family’s obligation blurs, the Chinese government 
encourages the family to provide various kinds of support to the elders, and economic 
provision to the elderly is the most important issue both for the government and individual 
family. 
Today, the rural-urban dichotomy in China is still marked. Although the central 
government has endeavored to narrow the disparity, the gap between rural and urban areas is 
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tending to widen. Since the establishment of communist China in 1949, the government has 
been pressing the development strategy of urban priority, and practicing different social 
policies in the rural and urban areas. It could be said this strategy is carried out at the cost of 
rural residents’ interests. Recently, the Chinese government has introduced public old-age 
pension to all urban citizens, and promoted publicly funded community services and 
community participation to the aged residents in large cities; but the authorities still cannot 
provide universally available minimum living assistant to the rural elderly.   
At the societal level, similar to other developing countries, the public social security 
system is undeveloped, most schemes are work-related and the coverage mainly focuses on 
working-age population, and public support programs for the elderly are highly inadequate. 
Furthermore, the Chinese government creates different levels of citizenship, government 
interventions in public welfare system manifests as urban-rural and regional difference. 
Compared to their urban counterparts, rural residents are accorded a second-level citizenship. 
In China, the limited social security programs for the elderly are more complex with rural-
urban difference, regional difference, pre-work unit’s difference. The central government only 
provides a brief outline, and the practices are arranged by local authorities which highly 
dependent on the economic development. Unlike urban areas’ policy arrangement, in rural 
areas, families are still regarded as the crucial sources to provide instrumental and other kinds 
of resources to the elderly. In the new millennium, the society constructs old age as a problem; 
and the Chinese government stresses that the aging population places pressure on the society, 
especially on economy, and emphasizes the fact that population aging is taking place while 
the society remains undeveloped. However, compared to the urban policy, the Chinese 
government gives less consideration to the rural residents, and stresses that government does 
not have the ability to provide universal public assistance to the all rural elderly.  
In the past three decades, rural-urban migrant workers have left their home villages, and 
contributed greatly to the urban economic prosperity. As a consequence, the governments, 
especially in eastern coastal regions, have more capability to invest a great amount to boost 
social security programs for the urban citizens, but consider less for these migrant labors. 
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When any risk happens, local protectionism arises and urban authority usually protects its 
own citizens, which easily engenders in local citizens a hostile feeling against the migrant 
workers. Since the launch of economic reform in 1978, the Chinese government has carried 
out some society security schemes in rural areas such as the new rural cooperative medical 
insurance or the rural old-age pension insurance; but all of them are doomed to failure due to 
the negative responses from the rural residents, and the coverage is very low. An important 
reason of such failure is that financial support from the central government is limited; it is 
mainly based on regional investment which causes the severe shortage and unreliability in 
social pooling of funds for these schemes. With the limited individual insurance payment and 
government funds, people could imagine that the provision of these public schemes is 
unsatisfied. The unstable income and social protection of the younger generation and 
increased competition among them also reduce the ability to support their aged parents. 
At the micro level, peasant workers’ economic condition is better than traditional farmers, 
and they might have the ability to contribute more to their family income pool, but the 
unstable jobs and related risks is a factor limiting their capacity to provide resource to their 
aged parents. As for landless peasant workers, they do not have the equal rights to enjoy 
urban welfare schemes; at the same time, they cannot retreat back to their original life any 
more, and they have lost the basic security for farmers—farmland. However, due to the age 
and other social restrictions, the landless rural elderly find it really difficult to be 
economically independent. Based on the fieldwork material, the rural elderly now 
acknowledge they cannot take support from their children for granted any more, and they are 
excluded from their children’s economic core. Undeniable, old-age support for the landless 
rural elderly needs a social solution in the short-term. However, today, there is a trend toward 
weakness of traditional strong support nodes—children, but the strength of public nodes is not 
able to make up for such weakness.  
The elders in the same village are confronted with a similar social environment, 
encountering the similar government policy arrangement and village public resources. If such 
resources are available, they rank government resources higher, in that the provision is more 
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reliable. However, as individual elders, they live in different families and encounter different 
family situations: having children and grandchildren, widow(er), childless, without son. 
Generalizing from the analysis, with limited public assistance, the most economically 
vulnerable rural elders are not five-guarantee elders but rather those having sons who do not 
fulfill filial obligations. Chinese policy arrangement for the rural elderly is generational-based, 
encouraging family support; and those elderly who have unfilial sons are policy neglected. 
Theoretically, if children do not fulfill filial piety, parents can sue them and Chinese law 
protects the rights of the elderly parents. However, such family dispute is regarded as a 
private issue in Chinese culture, and it is humiliating for any family to deal with it in public. 
When I talked to the local cadres, they said “it is difficult to settle a family quarrel, and hard 
to collect evidence”. Finally, some cases brought to the authorities receive no results.  
Chinese kinship connections are dynamic. Unlike in the past when it was linked to 
extended kin, network family at present rightly embodies the dynamic, and has a new 
characteristic of downward and close kinship relations. Thus, the core triangular parents-child 
and conjugal relationship are according to each nuclear family within network family. 
Consequently, original elderly parents-child relation is replaced by the new parents-child 
relations within the nuclear family; and with age, the importance of sibling connections 
declines.  
VI: Theoretical Reflection of Support System of the Rural Elderly in China 
 
Scholar Yunxiang Yan (2003) generalizes three models of Chinese family study: 
economic family, political family and cultural family. In fact, each model interprets a 
different aspect of Chinese society, but cannot portray a comprehensive picture of China. 
Today, methods of Chinese study mainly use two ways of interpretation: using theories from 
western society or based on the reality of Chinese society.  Here, I would like to rethink some 
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1. Cultural Model and Its Influence in Contemporary Chinese Family Study:  
“Cultural family, as portrayed mainly by Chinese scholars and cultural elite, these studies 
emphasize the overarching and enduring influence of traditional values, particularly 
Confucian ethics, on family behavior.” (Yan, 2003: p.xii) Existing cultural model emerged 
from the Chinese social situation, is good at interpreting traditional rather than generational 
relationship contemporarily. The classic studies include Fei Xiaotong’s differentiation model 
of relationship; Francis Hsu’s Chinese clan study and situation-centered way to analyze 
Chinese family and clan; Baker’s Chinese family and kinship study; Freedman’s family and 
kinship in Chinese society. These scholars give a deep understanding of the Chinese family in 
the traditional social context. The precondition of these studies is that that they consider the 
Chinese family to be based on extended intergenerational family structure. The cultural model 
places Chinese family in the traditional agricultural society background. However, the 
Chinese macro society and micro relationships have changed great deal. Today, most 
contemporary discussions about family and generational relations encircle the theme of social 
change and Confucian filial piety, and whether the cultural heritage is declining under the 
dramatic social change. In general, to date, scholars agree that traditional family support for 
the elderly is weakening, although it is still an important support to the elders both in rural 
and urban areas (Zhang, 2004; Yan, 2003; Sun, 2004).   
Family study in the past and at present cannot be separated from the definition of 
“family”. As stated above, there is no single definition that can be commonly accepted for all 
historical periods; since the family is dynamic, its size, function, or living arrangement 
change in the different social settings. An example is the popularity of network family in 
contemporary rural villages. Sometimes, family is more a psychological bind than a concrete 
unit. Therefore, in my opinion, it might be proper to call it generational relationship study 
rather than family study in some respects, because the boundary and connections among 
generations need to be considered at the same time. Compared with Parsons’ argument about 
“family of orientation” and “family of procreation” in American society as “isolated nuclear 
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family”, nuclear family is more connected and placed in the network family background in 
rural China.  
2. Economic Model and Its Difficulty in Interpreting Chinese Family 
Relationship   
 
In Chapter Two, I analyzed the Social exchange theory, which is regarded as a 
representative economic model to interpret intergenerational relationship. I acknowledge that 
generational exchange, especially economic reciprocity, commonly happens, and is a major 
interaction pattern within the family. It also occurs between generations among different 
forms of resources, such as emotional provision and economic receiving. In the villages, the 
residents generally agreed if parents had not done enough for their children, their children 
might think it is unnecessarily for them to be filial. Although filial piety emphasizes 
children’s one-way obligation towards their parents, in reality, parents’ proper behaviors 
towards their children is the pre-condition. Thus, I agree with some scholars’ argument of “to 
a certain extent, an element of intergenerational exchange, or certainly reciprocity, is involved 
in filial piety.” (Ng et al., 2002) It can take the form either of direct reciprocity or indirect 
reciprocity or both. As discussed above, generational relationship tends to be a downward 
parents-children intimacy rather than adult child-elderly parents upward nowadays; 
meanwhile, the philosophy of family continuity still strongly exists among younger people. 
Thus, generational reciprocity appears as “reciprocal chain” to a degree, which means the 
elder parents provide resources to their children and their children invest more on their own 
children. Therefore, it is difficult to balance the receiving and providing of resources. As 
discussed, the expectation of the elderly cannot be achieved totally in their later years; the 
later payment is decided by their adult children. Further, the fieldwork material also provides 
another interpretation, from adult children’s perspective, children acknowledge their one-way 
obligation; but such obligation is limited, with basic resource provision to their aged parents.  
The theory suggests that human interaction is a rational process arising from economic 
considerations. From the fieldwork data, I partly agree; for example, it manifests as 
rationalized contractual intergenerational relationship which represents a form of filial 
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behavior. On the other hand, as long as intergenerational reciprocity among different forms of 
resources exists, the relationship between parents and children is far more than rational 
economic exchange, and getting the later life support is not the only reason for parents to 
bring up their children. However, generational reciprocity meets some difficulties in the new 
era. As analyzed, network family is emerging in rural communities. This new type of family 
is different from the extended family as well as modern isolated nuclear family arrangement. 
People within the network do not share a common budget or household economy; they do not 
live under the same roof. And generational lifelong exchange confronts the challenge from 
“parents-son” to “two-family” exchange, parents and their children value it differently.  
3、Modernization and Aging Theory 
Although modernization and aging theory has been criticized for many years, the most 
criticism is that it is a serial hypotheses rather than a theory, it is still a reasonable theory to 
address aging process in modern society. It put modernization as the social context, “the 
concept of old itself appears to be relavtive to the degree of modernization”. Based on my 
study and others, I agree that the traditional high status accorded the Chinese rural aged tends 
to decline with the advantage of technology, degree of urbanization and industrialization. But 
it is not sure that as Cowgill stated “the status of the aged is inversely proportional to the rate 
of social change”.   
VII: Life Course and Support Networks of the Rural Elderly  
Henri Mendras (1970: p.1) once argued that the 20th century produced the virtual 
disappearance of the peasant as a “social class” from the modernized countries of Western 
Europe and North America. China, a large agricultural country with the largest agricultural 
population, is experiencing such dramatic decrease. During the past decades, a great amount 
of cultivated land has been requisitioned by government at all levels; farmers have been 
forced to abandon their original farming work and make their living in non-agricultural 
sectors. The consequences are changes in personal identity, life style, as well as in personal 
connections. Some scholars use “passive urbanization” to describe landlessness in 
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contemporary China. To my understanding, it is also the process of “passive modernization”. 
In order to adapt to the new environment and maintain their networks, the rural elders need to 
re-socialize themselves, getting cultural feedback from their children and their peer groups.  
The life course refers to the distinct stages of life through which people pass. These stages 
are often marked by rites of passage, or rituals signifying the transition from one life stage to 
another (Brym & Lie, 2007, p. 356). Old age is a social construction and it is usually defined 
by chronological age. In China, people generally regard people 60 years old or over as elders, 
and this is also the legal retired age for urban citizens (60 for males, but 55 for females). In 
fact, there is no fixed time in a person’s life when he or she becomes old (Cheal, 2002: p.25). 
More importantly, it is formed by people’s life courses. That is, it is based on the age and life 
stage of individuals in a particular social context.  
As in the past, in rural villages, people usually get married in the early 20s; would be 
grandparents in the 40s or early 50s; in the later 60s or 70s, most of them would be great-
grandparents. The preference for early marriage means early child-birth, early entry to the 
role of grandparents and taking care of their grandchildren, but also means they are regarded 
as older and useless after they finish these duties. Individual elders’ life course meets the 
change of family life course, which has been modified by shrinking family size, family 
planning, rural-urban migration and so on. In the villages, those elders aged 70 or over 
usually have nothing to do: no land to cultivate, no child to take care of, less ability to do part-
time job, as they say, “I don’t have any ability to earn money anymore” or “I cannot provide 
something to my children”. In fact, in the villages, the elderly are in a marginalized situation 
when compared to their children; but they acknowledge that their life at present is better than 
before; meanwhile they also acknowledge the weakness of the traditional strong support 
nodes—sons. Unless public resources are available, they have to keep themselves economic 
active to make up the loss which is traditionally from sons.  
Traditionally, each generation lives a similar life cycle as the previous generation, the 
younger just follow what their parents have experienced. However, today, people are 
experiencing dramatic social change, and the rise of modernization and urbanization is 
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accompanied by the rise of landlessness in rural China. Both the aged and their children are at 
a loss because they cannot follow their parents’ cycle anymore. Although landless villages 
encounter social change in their everyday life, both the aged and their adult children still keep 
some elements of tradition. The cultural lag theory suggests the tendency of symbolic culture 
to change more slowly than material culture (Ogburn, 1996 [1922]); there is a gap between 
the technical development and cultural, moral sections of the society. Family change links to 
family continuity. We cannot cut the connection between the past and the present since 
individuals grow up in these primary agencies, are socialized by their parents, and internalize 
norms and values. “Family values in present day China have not made a clean break with the 
past” (Kenichiro ed., 1993). To some degree, filial piety still works for the elders.  
Basically, the landless elders in the study can sustain their basic livelihood, just like a 
Chinese scholar describes as “wen bao you yu xiao kan bu zu” (温饱有余，小康不足), which 
means they can sustain a minimum living condition, but are not well-off (He, 2008). This 
condition affects the willingness and efforts of managing family support networks from both 
sides: the elders and their children. Consequently, the function and structure of such networks 
show some characteristics which are different from in the past. Although the size of network 
family is inevitably decreasing due to the decline of fertility and rural-urban migration, it is 
not a crucial factor contributing to support networks of the elderly which were discussed in 
previous chapters. In situ occupational change of their adult children and physical proximity 
between them benefit the elder parents. Size and strength of the support networks of the 
elders are closely associated with their bargaining power; which facilitates the elders exerting 
influence over their children. Otherwise, they are decided by children’s preference. The 
support network is dynamic, and changes throughout life. The family support network is 
larger and stronger at the young-elder stage, but weakens when they get older. In fact, I am 
less optimistic about the family support for the oldest-old, in that their children are old and 
mostly have to rely on their own children. Without public resources, the oldest-old have 
difficulties in dealing with their daily affairs. With the rise of urbanization, and the decrease 
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of agricultural farming, individualism and nuclearized-familism has risen. Nuclear family 
replaces extended family as the action unit in most conditions. It implies that elder parents are 
not regarded as the child’s intimate family members any more compared with his/her spouse 
and children. On the other hand, the elders do not always have altruistic motives towards their 
children. The degree of altruism also contributes to the solidarity of the network. 
Undeniably, traditional Confucian support networks for the elderly are declining. The 
support network of the elderly focuses on the micro level of intergenerational relations; it is 
deeply affected by macro social structure. Confucianism supports hierarchical and patriarchal 
networks which define relations between father-son, husband-wife, and younger brother-older 
brother; on the other hand, socialism and capitalist ideology support a new kind of hierarchy, 
in which the elderly cannot occupy the important roles they once had. Still, in contemporary 
China, sons are the important nodes in the support network. However, the elders have to 
minimize their requirement from their daughters-in-law and their grandchildren, some of 
whom are weak even nominal nodes in the networks, existing only in imagination. Unlike in 
the past, daughters are gradually stepping into such networks, partly replacing roles which 
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Appendix A:  
 
Old Age Support Survey Questionnaire for the Younger Generation 
(A translation of the Chinese Version)  
 
Section One:   
This section collects basic information of yourself. Kindly tick the appropriate response for 
each of the following questions,  
 
1. What is your gender?                                                              
                                                                                              Male    
                                                                                              Female  
 
2. How old are you?                                                                 
                                                                                               18~30   
                                                                                               31~40 
                                                                                               41~50 
                                                                                               51~60 
                                                                                               Above 60  
 
3. What is the highest level of education you completed?          
                                                                                                No schooling   
                                                                                                Some primary   
                                                                                                Completed primary  
                                                                                                 Junior higher school  
                                                                                                Senior higher school                             
/technical secondary school   
                                                                                                 College or higher 
4. Can you tell me your occupation?                                           
                                                                                                 Farmer    
                                                                                                 livestock-raising or aquaculture 
                                                                                                 Factory employee    
                                                                                                 Trader/Businessman 
                                                                                                 Factory or company owner 
                                                                                                 Others 
                                                                                                (Please specify)............. 
 
5. Who is the household head of your family?                           
                                                                                                  Yourself    
                                                                                                  Your spouse         
                                                                                                  Your father 
                                                                                                  Your mother  
                                                                                                  Other  
                                                                                                 (Please specify)............... 
 
6. How long have you lived in this village?                               
                                                                                                  Less than one year 
                                                                                                  1~5 years  
                                                                                                  5-10 years 
                                                                                                  10~20 years  
                                                                                                  More than 20 years 
                                                                                                  Since I was born 
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7. If possible, can you tell me your annual income?               ............... (Yuan)        
8. Do you join the old-age insurance?  
  Yes 
                                                                                                  No      
                                                                                                 Unclear 
 
9. Do you join the health insurance?  
                                                                    
  Yes 
                                                                                                  No      
                                                                                                 Unclear 
 
Section Two:  
In this section, you will be asked about your family life. Please kindly tick the appropriate 
response for each of the following questions.   
 
10. Can you tell me your marital status?                           
                                                                                                Never married 
                                                                                                Married      
                                                                                                Divorced 
                                                                                                Separated 
                                                                                                Widowed  
 
11. If you have children, can you tell me how many children you have?  
                                                                                               ............... (Number) 
                                                                                               ..............  (Gender) 
12. How many siblings do you have?                                   ............... (Number)                                                       
      How many brothers do you have                                       ............... (Number) 
      How many sisters do you have                                          ............... (Number) 
 
13. Who do you live with?       
                                                                                              Live alone         
                                                                                              With spouse only    
                                                                                              With spouse and unmarried children   
                                                                                              With spouse and a married son   
                                                                                              With spouse and a married daughter 
                                                                                              With spouse and parents 
  With spouse and parents-in-law 
                                                                                              others  
                                                                                            (Please specify).............. 
 
14. Are both your parents still alive?                                  
  Mother 
                                                                                              Father 
 
15. Can you tell me the age of your parents?  
                                                                                              ...............Father’s age    
                                                                                             ............... Mother’s age 
 
16. Do your parents have any old age pension or any cash assistance from government or local 
village?  
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                                                                                           Yes     
                                                                                           No    
                                                                                           Unclear   
 
17. If possible, can you tell me the financial condition of your parents?  
                                                                                                  Very bad      
                                                                                                  Bad  
                                                                                                  Neither good nor bad  
                                                                                                  Good 
                                                                                                  Very good 
      Can you tell me your parents’ annual income?                .............. ..............            
 
18. How about their health? 
                                                                                                  Very bad      
                                                                                                  Bad  
                                                                                                  Fair  
                                                                                                  Good                                                                             
                                                                                                  Very good 
 
19. Can they do the following activities independently? (You can tick as many as apply) 
                                                                                                 Cooking      
  Walking   
                                                                                                 Toileting    
                                                                                                 Eating  
  Bathing   
                                                                                                 Shopping  
  Washing   
                                                                                                Other  
                                                                                               (Please specify)..............                 
 
20. Do your parents have any medical insurance or other medical assistance?  
                                                                                            Yes     
                                                                                            No    
                                                                                            Unclear  
 
21. Did you give any help to your parents in the past 12 months? (You can tick as much as 
possible) 
                                                                                                  Cash    
                                                                                                  Goods   
                                                                                                  Daily care 
                                                                                                  Health care      
                                                                                                  Mental consolation    
                                                                                                  Other  
                                                                                                (Please specify)...............         
 
22. Do you get any help from your parents?  
                                                                                            Never     
                                                                                            Seldom 
                                                                                            Sometimes   
                                                                                            Often 
                                                                                            Always 
 
Can you specify? ............... ............... ............... ............... ............... ............... 
 
  269 
If you live with your parents, please answer question 23 to 25 
 
23. Usually, how many hours do you spent with your parents per week?  
                                                                                      Zero      
                                                                                     1~2 hours   
                                                                                     2~ 4 hours  
                                                                                     4~ 6 hours                                                                                                                                     
                                                                                     6~ 8 hours 
                                                                                     8~10 hours 
                                                                                     More than 10 hours 
 
24. Who make important decision in your family?                                                                                                       
                                                                                      Your parents 
                                                                                      Yourself     
                                                                                      Your spouse  
                                                                                      Your children 
                                                                                      Other 
                                                                                               (Please specify).........       
 
25. Why do you live with your parents?                                                                                                 
                                                                                      Minimizing living expenditure 
                                                                                     Living conditions 
                                                                                     Filial piety  
                                                                                     Inter-generational support and care  
                                                                                     Other  
                                                                                    (Please specify).........       
 
If you and your parents live separately, please answer question 21 to 23 
                                                                                                
26. Where do they live? 
                                                                                        Same natural village  
                                                                                        Same administrative village   
                                                                                        Same town 
                                                                                        Same country 
                                                                                        Others 
                                                                                        (Please specify).........                                                                                
  
27. Who do they live with?   
                                                                                         Live alone         
                                                                                         With an unmarried brother 
                                                                                         With a married brother 
                                                                                         The elders’ home     
                                                                                        Other                                                                                   
                                                                                       (Please specify).............. 
 
28. Usually, how often do you visit your parents?  
                                                                                   Never visit    
                                                                                         Several times per year  
                                                                                   Several times per month  
                                                                                   Several times per week 
                                                                                   Almost daily 
 
29. How often do you call or mail your parents  
                                                                                   Never     
                                                                                          Several times a year 
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                                                                                   Once or more a month 
                                                                                   Once or more a week  
                                                                                    Almost everyday 
 
30. If you make any important decision in your life, do you need to discuss with your parents?  
                                                                                            Never     
                                                                                            Seldom 
                                                                                            Sometimes   
                                                                                            Often 
                                                                                            Always 
 
 
Section Three:  
The following questions contribute to the relationship between generations. Please kindly tick 
the appropriate response for each of the following questions.   
 
31. What is the relationship between you and your parents?  
                                                                                                  Very bad      
                                                                                                  Bad  
                                                                                                  Fair  
                                                                                                  Good 
                                                                                                  Very good 
 
32. What is the relationship between you and your siblings?  
                                                                                                  Very bad      
                                                                                                  Bad  
                                                                                                  Fair  
                                                                                                  Good 
                                                                                                  Very good 
 
 
33. Do you agree with the following statements:  
 
 
 Strongly Disagree Disagree Uncertain Agree 
Strongly 
Agree 
A Only when my siblings provide support to parents, do I do it      
B Only when parents support me, I will give a repayment      
C Raising children is to provide for old age support       
D Support old-age parents is Chinese tradition of filial piety      
E Children should live with old parents      
F 
Ideal living arrangement only 
includes me, my spouse and 
children 
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G  Old-age support is son’s obligation      
H Old-age support is government’s responsibility      
 
34. What is your ideal living arrangement when you get old?  
 
                                                                                     Live alone    
                                                                                    Only with spouse  
                                                                                    With spouse and children   
                                                                                     The elder’s home   
                                                                                    Other  
                                                                                  (Please specify)............. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
